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PREFACE 


The science ofhadith is a noble one, and generations of scholars far, 
far more capable and devoted than I have dedicated their lives lo 
transmitting, analyzing, and sorting through the legacy attributed to 
Muhammad. One could spend a lifetime reading the works of scholars 
like al-Bukhari, al-Dhahabl, and Ibn Hajar, and two lifetimes trying to 
keep up with them. Matching their accomplishments is inconceivable 
to me. 1 can only hope that this book provides an adequate introduc- 
tion to their work and the influence it has had on Islamic civilization. 

Stndents and colleagues always ask me whether dte Sunni hadith 
tradition provides an accurate representation of Muhammad’s 
leachings. In truth, 1 can only say that projects such as this book are 
part of my search for the answer to that question. As the Chinese an 
collector Lu Shih-hua (d. 1779 CE) once wrote, such matters ‘came 
to us from the ancients. The ancients are gone, and we cannot raise 
them from the Nether World to question them. So how can we arrive 
at the truth withoul being vain and false in our wrangling noisily 
about it?’ 1 


Jonathan A. C. Brown 
Khadim al-hadith al-shanf 
Sana, Yemeu, 2007 


ENDNOTE 


1 Wcn Fong, ‘The Problem of Forgery in Chinese Painting: Part One/ p. 99. 
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CONVENTIONS, ABBREVIATIONS, 
AND TRANSLITERATION 


Dates in this book will follow the Hijn/Comraon Era format, where 
the first date (the Hijri date) is that of the Islamic lunar calendar, which 
begins with Muhammad's emigration to Medina in 1/622. Obviously, 
pre-Islamic dates wiil follow the standard Before Common Era (BCE) 
and Common Era (CE) dating system. After the 1700s CE we no lon- 
ger tnclude Hijri dates as they serve little use after that point. 

Abbreviatk>nsusedinthis bookinclude ‘b.’fortheArabic ‘/6w,’or 
‘son of... ’, and (s) for the honorific Arabic phrase 4 May the peace and 
blessings of God be upon him (salla Alldh 'alayhi wa sallam ),’ which 
is commoniy said and written after Muhammad’s name. 

The transliteration characters in this book represent the long vow- 
els in Arabic and Persian: JL, I, and 0. The ’ character represents a 
simple glottal stop, like the initial sounds of both syllables in ‘uh oh.’ 
The * symbol indicates the Arabic letter ‘ ayn , a sound that resembles 
the ‘Aaah’ noise a person makes when getting their throat checked 
by the doctor. InArabic and Persian words, ‘q’ represents a voiceless 
velar sound produced at the back of the throat and is non-existent in 
Engiish. One could most closely approximate this sound with the ‘c’ 
sound at the beginning of the crow noise ‘caw! caw!’ ‘Gh’ indicates 
a sound simiiar to the French ‘r’, and ‘kh’ represents a velar firicative 
like the sound of clearing one’s throat. ‘Dh’ indicates the *th’ sound in 
words like ‘that’ or ‘bother.’ ‘Th’ represents the ‘th’ sound in words 
like ‘bath.’ 



THE PROPHET’S WORDS THEN AND NOW: 
HADITH AND ITS TERMINOLOGY 


‘ We have a question/ the man said, his rural accent betraying the long 
trip he must have made from his provincial hamlet to the metropolis 
of Cairo. * We have buill a school for boys and girls,’ the man contin- 
ued, sitting cross-legged on the carpet with his eyes angled reverently 
upward at the scholar seated in the sturdy wooden chair before him. 
‘But some members of our community say that we cannot allow the 
girls to attend because they will mix with the boys in the hallways. 
Are we allowed to open the school?’ The man waited anxiously, as did 
the sludents seated deferentially around the scholar, I among them. 
The fall of 2003 was unusually hot, and the hesitant breezes that pen- 
etrated the wooden lattice walls were welcomed by all. 

The scholar, a middle-aged man who would soon be elevated to 
one of the most inlluential religious positions in the Sunni Muslim 
world, the chief jurisconsult ( muftT) of Egypt, leaned down towards 
the tape recorder that the man had dragged with him on his long jour- 
ney. ‘Do you have the Nile down where you are?’ the scholar asked. 
‘Yes,’ the man replied. ‘Listen, then, whoever you are who objects 
to opening this school to girls,’ the scholar said into the recorder, ‘go 
throw yourself in the Nile! For did the Messenger of God, may the 
peace and blessings of God be upon him, not say “Do oot prevent the 
temale scrvants of God from the mosques of God”?’ 1 

For over a thousand years Muslim peasants, merchants, and 
princes have flocked to the vaulted rooms that line the great coun- 
yard of Cairo’s al-Azhar Mosque to seek the counsel of the ulema, 
those scholars who deFine Islamic faith and religious law. Seated 
in this courtyard on a fall day in 2003, the future ‘Grand Mufti of 
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ihe Egyptian Lands' could look back on over fourteen hundred 
years of ihe Islamic religious tradition, that corpus of scholarship 
that elucidated the message brought by Muhammad and is one of 
the world’s most elaborate and rich intellectual edifices. In respond- 
ing to the question of this simple man, the mufti could draw from the 
capacious tradition of Islamic legal discourse: the bodies of law of 
the four major Sunni legal schools, the obscure opinions of medieval 
scholars long eclipsed by time, or the general principles that govemed 
Islamic law and its derivation. 

Although his mind was no doubt scanning this abundant legaJ 
heritage as he pondered the man’s question, the scholar did not reply 
with any high legal language or dry legal ruling. Instead, he answered 
the raan with the words of a figure whom Muslims are taught from 
childhood to love and venerate as a moral exemplar and object of 
devotion, a person ‘dearer to them than their own child or parents.’ 1 
The scholar reached back through the centuries to the words of the 
Prophet Muhammad, words that he knew would resonate in this sim- 
ple man’s heart as clearly as the day they were first spoken and would 
lay all the concerns of his rural community to rest. Even amid the 
conlusion of the modem world, today as before, ‘the Prophet of God 
is most worthy of being foIlowed.' 2 

Muhammad’s precedent has been invoked in places and times far 
distant from the Nile Valley. His words speak with compelling power 
throughout the Muslim world, among Sunnis and Shiites alike. A year 
after I had heard the future ‘Grand Mufti of the Egyptian Lands’ issue 
his opinion, I sat in the lush courtyard of the Khan Madrasa in the 
ancient Persian city of Shiraz, discussing issues of Islamic thought 
with an Imarai Shiite cleric. As the moming sun shone on the intri- 
cate Aoral tiles of the mosque’s vaulted enclosure, we were debating 
whether or not ‘AII, the Prophet*s son-in-law and well-spring of the 
Shiite tradition, possessed revealed knowledge of future events. ‘The 
Commander of the Faithful, ‘All, may God’s blessings be upon him, 
knew that oil would be found in these lands and that “steel birds would 
fly”,’ the Shiite cleric expounded energetically. ‘This knowledge he 
got from the Messenger of God, his teacher, for did the Messenger not 
say, “I am the city of knowledge and ‘AB is its gate. So whoever 
seeks knowiedge let him approach it by its gate ”?’ 3 

1 Sce tbe hadith ‘Ncme of you truly believes unriJ I am dearer to him than his child, 
his parent and the people altogether’: Ahmad b. Shuayb aJ-Nasal, Sunan al-Nasa 7: 
kitdb al-Im&ty bab 'alamat al-Iman. 
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Among Westem readership, the question ‘What does Islam say 
about’ some issue is usuaily followed by reference to the Quran. A 
Westem joumalist writing about the dress habits of Egyptian women 
informs us that wearing the headscarf is not an injunction from the 
Quran, 4 while pundits discussing jihad note that the Quran says ‘slay 
the unbelievers wherever you find them 1 (Quran 9:5). Certainly, to 
Muslims the Quran is the literal word of God. U is a text revered to 
such an extent that many Muslims memorize it in its entirety as chil- 
dren, and many Muslims believe that a state of ritual purity is required 
to touch ils pages. 

Yet the Quran is not the source to which a curious reader should 
refer in order to answer the question 4 What does Islam say about’ a par- 
ticular issue. The Quran is not a book of law, and many tenets of Islamic 
theology are never mentioned in the holy book. To consult the Quran 
is only to get part of the picture. Large portions of the Islamic legal, 
theological, and popular religious traditions come not from the book 
that Muslims hold to be God’s revelation, but rather from the legacy of 
Muhammad, whom they believe God chose to explain and elucidate 
His message through word and deed. It is in his teachings that we find 
Muslim dress codes as well as the rules and restrictions for holy war. 

The normative Iegacy of the Prophet is known as the Sunna, and, 
although it stands second to the Quran in terms of reverence, it is the 
lens tlirough which the holy book is interpreted and understood. ln 
this sense, in Islamic civilization the Sunna has ruled over the Quran, 
shaping, specifying, and adding to the revealed book. Understanding 
how the message of Islam spread outward from Arabia in the seventh 
century and how it nurtured the various legal, theological, mystical, 
and cultural dimensions of Islamic civilization must begin with the 
study of the heritage lefl by Muhammad. 

For much of Islamic history, the unit through which the Sunna was 
preserved, transmitted, and understood has been the hadtth (Arabic 
plural, ahadith ), or a report describing the words, actions, or hab- 
its of the Prophet. Unlike the Quran, the hadiths were not quickly 
and concisely compiled during and immediately after Muhammad’s 
life. Because hadiths were recorded and transmitted over a period of 
decades and even centuries, they are not in and of themselves contem- 
porary historical documentation of what Muhammad said and did. 
In the century after the Prophet’s mission, the Muslim coramunity 
passed through no less than three civil wars and numerous sectarian 
schisms. As a result, hadiths were forged by diflferent parties trying to 
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manipulaie the authority of the Sunna. The question of the authentic- 
it\ r of hadiths and how one can distinguish true ones from forgeries 
has been a perennial concem to both the Muslim scholars who tumed 
to the Sunna to elaborate the Islamic tradition and Westem scholars 
who have studied it 

The tool that Muslim schotars developed to help ensure the 
authenticity ofhadiths was the isndd (Arabic, ‘support'), orthe chain 
of transmitters through which a scholar traced the matn , or text, of a 
hadith back to the Prophet. The isnad was an effort to document that 
a hadith had actually come from Muhammad, and Muslim scholars 
from the eighth century until today have never ceased repeating the 
mantra ‘The isnad is part of the religion - if not for the isnad , whoever 
wanted could say whatever they wanted. ’ 

The PropheTs words. however, have always been more than just a 
type of proof used in discussions of Islamic law and dogma. The isnad 
and the hadith it transmits have been more than todder for debates 
over authenticity and means of establishing it. For the Muslim schol- 
arly class, the ulema, tracing the isnad of a hadith back to Muhammad 
is to foDow one’s geneaJogy of sacred knowledge back to its source. It 
is a medhim of connection to the Prophet, ‘the beloved of God, 1 and a 
link to the scholarly titans of the past. Even today, reciting one’s isnad 
is to walk back in memory through the pantheon corridor of great 
scbolars whose labors had built up Islamic tradition. The students 
who sat gathered around the future Muiti of Egypt on that hot fal! day 
in Cairo had each folded gingerly a piece of paper listing the scholar’s 
isnod back to the earliest hadith collection, the Muwatta ’ of Milik b. 
Anas (d. 179/796), and from that eighth-century author through his 
isnads back to the Prophet. Eacb paper stated that the Mufti had given 
these students permission to transmit the hadiths in the collection via 
his isnad. By hearing this book ofhadiths through the Mufti's chain of 
transmission, these students had become part of the timeless tradition 
of passing knowledge from one generation to the next. 

For over a thousand years, Muslim students, ‘the seekers of 
knowledge,’ have traveled from city to city in the Muslim world to 
hear hadiths recited by master scholars, receive their permission to 
transmit them, and be incorporated into the living isnad tradition. In 
the summer of 2007 I traveled from Egypt across the Red Sea to the 
sweltering, sandy coastal plain of Tihama in Yemen. There I made 
my way inland to the ancient trading city of Zabid, its whitewashed 
brick walls and dust-blown winding alleys seemingly immune to the 
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passage of lime. Over the centuries, this city had more than any other 
place in the Muslim world preserved the tradition of narrating hadiths 
by full isnads back to Muhammad. In an old madrasa I found the 
mufli of the city seated on one of the high wicker beds so common 
to the region, surrounded by his students. The mufti set down the 
book he was explaining, and the students stared inquisitively as he 
asked who 1 was and why I had come. ‘To hear a hadith through your 
isnad, the isnad of the people of Zabid, O virtuous teacher, 1 1 replied. 
After hearing my request, the mufti agreed to recite the hadith that 
a scholar must always give his students first. ‘Wrile this down,’ the 
mufti instructed, ‘and do not forget us in your most sincere prayers’: 

I, Muhammad ‘AlT al-Bartah of the Ahdal clan, heard from my 
teacher Ahmad son of Dawtid al-Battah, who heard from his teacher 
the Mufti Sulayman son of Muhammad aJ-Ahdal, from Muhammad 
son of ‘Abd al-Baq! al-Ahdai, from Muhammad son of ‘Abd al- 
Rahman al-Ahdal, from the Mufti 'Abd al-Rahman son of Sulayman 
al-Ahdal, from his father Sulayman son of Yahya al-Ahdal, from 
Abu Bakr al-Ahdal, from Ahmad al-Ahdal, from the Pillar of Islam, 
Yahya son of Umar al-Ahdal, from Abu Bakr al-Battah, from Yusuf 
son of Muhammad al-Battah, from Tahir son of Husayn al-Ahdal, 
from the hadith master Ibn Dayba', from the sheik Zayn al-DTn al- 
SharijT ofZabid, from Nafis al-DTn Sulayman al-'AlawT, from 'AIT 
son of Shaddad, from the imam Ahmad the Candlemaker, from his 
father Sharaf al-DTn the Candlemaker, from Zahir son of Rustum 
of Esfahan, from ‘Abd al-Malik of Karukh. from Abu Nasr son of 
MuhammadofHerat, from Abu Muhammad 'Abd al-Jabbar al-Jarrah 
of Merv, from Abu al-‘Abbas Muhammad son of Ahmad of Merv, 
from the defmitive hadith master Muhammad son of ‘Is3 ofTirmii, 
from IbnAbT TJmar, from Ibn *Uyayna, from ‘AmrsonofDTnar, from 
Abu Qabus, from ‘Abdallah son of ‘Amr, frora the MessengerofGod, 
who said, ‘The mercifuL, indeed Most Merciful God has mercy 
upon them. Have mercy in this earthly worid, aud He that is in 
the heavens will have mercy on you.’ 5 


THE CONTENTS OF THIS BOOK 

This book is an introduction to the hadith tradition, its collection, its 
criticism, its hinctions in Islamic civilization and the controversies 
surrounding it to this day. This present chapter will introduce you to 
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some crucial tenninology for (be study of hadiths. In Chapter 2, we 
will discuss thecoUecdoo aod transmissioo of hadiths in Sunni Islam, 
as wdl as the various genres of hadith iiterature that developed from 
the eariy Lslamic period undi modem dmes. Chapter 3 wiil explain 
tbe sctence of hadith cridcism developed by Sunni scholars and the 
vanous debates and developmeots that affected it throughout lslamic 
iustory. Chaptser 4 looks at the haditb tradidons of Imami and Zaydi 
Shiism as well as their interacdoo with that of Sunni Islam. Chapter 
5 espiores the tiinctions of hadiths tn Islamic law and legal theory, 
and Chapter 6 invesdgates the role of hadiths in elaborating Lslamic 
theoiogy. Chapter 7 tackles the imponant hincdons of hadiths in the 
islamic mysucal tradition, commonly known as SuRsm. Chapter 8 
tums away from Muslim discourse on hadiihs to trace the Westem 
academic study of hadiths and Westem debates over their histori- 
cai reliability. Finaily, Chapter 9 explores debates among modem 
Muskms over the reliabihty ofhadrths and their proper role m under- 
standing Islam today. 


WEAT IS A HADLTH? CRUCIAL TERMINOLOGY AND 
EXAMPLES OF HADITHS 

The Prophet Muhammad T s mission lasted twenty-three years, from 
610 CE when he armounced to his wife thai he had received a reve- 
ladon from God throogh the Angel Gahriel in a cave outside Mecca, 
to his death in 632 CE as the head of the powertul Islamic state in 
Medhta. During his career as a prophet and leader, there was no 
coortroom stenographer assidnottsly recording his every word and 
fiuni&hing an officiaJ transcript of his orders, religious edicts, or 
everyday speech. Instead, the generadon of Muslims who lived with 
the Prophet, known as the Companions (Arabic: Sahaba ), sought 
to preserve Muhammad*s words and deeds either in their memories 
or througb some means of writing, passing these recollections on to 
otbers. These reports were passed on from generation to generation, 
m oraJ and/or written form, undl schokre compiled them in perma- 
neot coUecdona. 

Eadt hadrih, or report about the Prophet, consists of a text (mam) 
describrag his words or acdons, and a chain of transmission ( isndd) 
by which this report was comnnmicated. Clearly, more than one 
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Companion could report the Prophet saying or doing something, or a 
Compamon could recount this report to more than one person. This 
would result in more than one chain oftransmission forthe report. We 
must thus distinguish between an instance of the Prophet speaking or 
actmg. which we will refer to either by its Arabic term ‘hadith’ or by 
tiie term tradition/ and the various chains of transmission of this 
tradition. 

As in a game of‘Telephone/ a report could mutate as it was passed 
from person to person. As we know firom our own daily lives, reports 
could also be repeated in expanded or contracted form depending 
on context. Each of these varying transmissions of the tradition we 
will call a narration of the hadith. For example, it is transmitted 
firom the Companion ‘Abdallah b. al-Zubayr that the Prophet said, 

‘ Whoever misrepresents me, let him prepare for himself a seat in 
HellAre.* 6 But the mainstream narrations of this tradition, firom many 
Companions such as Anas b. Malik, [bn Mas*ud and Abu Hurayra, 
quote the Prophet as saying ‘ Whoever misrepresents rae intention- 
ally, let him prepare for himself a seat in Helliire/ Here we see how 
two narrations of one Prophetic tradition diiTer in an important way. 

The following are some examples of hadiths addressing a range 
of legal, ritual, theological, and ethical topics ffom the major sects of 
Islam. From the most revered Sunni hadith collection, the Sahih of 
al-Bukhari (d. 256/870), we find a hadith that served as evidence in 
Islamic theological debates over whether believers will meet God on 
the Day of Judgment: 

Al-Bukhari writes: it was narrated to us by YQsufb. Musa: it was nar- 
rated to us by Abu Usama: it was narrated to me by al-A‘mash, ffom 
Khaythama, ffora the Companion ‘Adi b. Hatim, who said thal: 

The Messenger of God, may God’s peace and blessings be upon him, 
said, ‘There Is oot one amoog you except that he wilJ be spokcn to 
directly by his Lord with no transiator or any barrier separating 
them .’ 7 

From the Sunan of the Sunni scholar Abu Dawud ai-Sijistanl 
(d. 275/889), this hadith was used to help derive Islamic laws on 
taxation: 

Abu DawOd writes: it was narrated to us by Muhammad b. Ddwdd b. 
Sufyfin: it was narrated to us by Yahya b. Hassan: it was narrated to 
us by SulaymSn b. Musfi: it was narrated to us by JaTar b. Sa‘d: it was 
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narrated to me by Khubayb b. Sulaymin, from his father, from the 
Companion Samura b. Jundub, who said [in a speech]: 

lndeed the Messenger of God, may the pcace and blessings of 
God be opon him, woold order us to pay the chaiity tai on things 
that we were preparing for sale . 8 

From the Mujam al-saghTr of the Sunni scholar al-Tabaranl 
(d. 360/971) we fmd a hadith that indicates both Muhammad's char- 
acter and the pennissibility of lending iteras: 

Al-Tabaranl writes: it was narrated to us by Ahmad b. Mansur al- 
JundLsabun: it was narrated to us by ‘ Aflb. Harb: it was reported to us 
by Ash‘ath b. ‘Attaf, from 'Abdallah b. Hablb, from aI-Sha‘bI, from 
the Companion Jabir b. ‘Abdallah, that: 

The Messenger of God bought a camel from me and then let me 
ride ii back to the dty . 9 

From the AmalT of the famous Imami Shiite scholar Ibn Babawayh 
(d. 381/991) we find a hadith that emphasizes two important themes 
in Islamic legal and theological discourse: first t religion is not the 
purview of personal opinion, and, second, God is not to be compared 
to created beings: 

Ibn Babawayh writes: it was narrated to us by Muhammad b. Musa b. 
al-Mutawakkil: it was narrated to us by ‘AH b. Ibrahlm b. HSshim: it 
was narrated by his father. from al-Rayyan b. al-Satt, from the Imam 
‘AII b. Musa al-Rida, from his father, frora his forefathers, from the 
Commander of the Faithfril ‘ AII b. AbT Talib, that: 

The Messenger of God, may God's peace and blessings be upon him, 
said, ‘God said, “fle does not belleve In Me who interprets My 
ipeecb (in the QuranJ with merety his own opinion. He has not 
luiown Me who compares Me wlth My creation, and he is not in 
My religion who uses analoglcal reasoning (in qnestions of lawj 
in My rdigion.” M0 

Fmally, in the AmalJ al-sughra of the Zaydi Shiite scholar Ahmad b. 
al-Husayn al-Harunl (d. 421/1030) we find a hadith describing the 
way in whicb a pious Muslim should view death: 

Al-Harunl writes: It was reported to us by Abu al-Husayn al- 
BurOjirdl: it was narraied to us by AbO aJ-Qasim al-BaghawT: it was 
narrated to us by Hudba: it was narrated to us by Hammam, from 
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Qatada, from the Companion Anas, from the Companion 'Ub§da b. 
al-Samit, that: 

The Messenger of God, may the peace and blessings of God be 
upon him, said: ‘He who would love to encoanter God, God loves 
encountering him. And he who would dislikc encountering 
God, God dislikes encountering him . 1 So Aisha, or another one 
of the Prophet’s wives, asked, ‘O Messenger of God, but indeed 
we dislike death . 1 The Prophet replicd, ‘It is not like that, but 
rather the believer, when death comes to him, he receives the 
glad tidings of God’s plcasure and His mnnilicence. So that 
there is nothing dearer to the believer than what lles ahead 
of him. Thus he wants to encounter God, and God wants to 
encountcr him. But the unbeliever, when death comes to him, he 
receivcs tidings of God's displeasure and His impending pun- 
ishment. So there is nothing more hated to him than what lies 
ahead. Thus he despises meeting God, and God despises meeting 
him .’ 11 


THE NATURE OF MUHAMMAD’S AUTHORITY IN ISLAM 

The role of the Prophet Muhaminad as a teacher, role model, and 
living example of the revelation he delivered is discussed in the 
Puran." The holy book repeatedly instructs Muslims to ‘Obey God 
and His prophet’ (Quran 8:1), adding that he was for the Musliras ‘a 
most goodly example’ (Quran 33:21). Although the Quran reiterates 
that Muhammad is nothing but a mortal who has merely been favored 
with direct communication from God, Muslims consider him above 
any ethical shortcomings. There has been disagreement among Shiite 
and Sunni Muslims as well as within the two sects as to the degree to 
which prophets in general are immune from sin, but Muslims agree 
that after the beginning of his prophetic mission Muhammad was 
incapable of any serious sin or moral failing. In fact, reports of rare 
errors or instances of forgetfulness on his part are treated as part of the 
Prophet’s teachings. The Quran, for example, reprimands Muhammad 
for tuming away in ffustration from a blind Muslim who distracted 
him with a question when he was busy negotiating with his Meccan 

" We shall see that in both the classical Islamic and rnodem periods, this role has been 
debated; see Chapter 9. 
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opponents. The Quran uses this as an opportunity to reraind the 
Muslims that one should not prefer inAuential infidels over sincere, 
if tactless, believers (Quran 80:1-7). There is even a hadith in which 
the Prophet staies, Indeed I forget or am made to forget so that I 
may turnish the Sunna.' 12 Hadiths about mistakes that Muhammad 
made in prayers, for example, Muslims treat as instructions on how to 
act when they themselves raake those errors. 111 

No traditional Muslim scholar would ever consider it possible that 
the Prophet had made a stateraent or acted out of anger or weakness. 
When opponents of the Muslims mocked the Companion ‘Abdallah 
b. ‘Amr for recording everything the Prophet said, Muhammad com- 
forted him by saying *' Write it down, for by Him whose hand holds 
my souL, nothing comes out of my mouth but the truth/ 1 As the 
Quran staies, Muhammad ‘does not speak out of his own desires, it is 
but revelation revealed’ (Quran 53:3—4). 

As a mere mortal, Muslims believe that Muhammad had no inde- 
pendent ability to prophesy. He was simply a medium for God’s reve- 
lation. Hence, he is made to say in the Quran, ‘I do not know what 
will be done with rae or with you. I do but follow what is revealed 
to me' (Quran 46:9). But Muslims believe that Muhammad did have 
access to direct knowledge of the future firom God in both the formal 
revelation of the Quran, which predicts events like Muslim victories 
overtheirMeccan opponents, and inprivate inspirations made known 
to him alone. Many hadiths therefore describe future events such as 
the moral decline of humanity or the events that will precede the Day 
of Judgment. In one famous hadith, the Prophet states that ‘there will 
not come upon you a time eicept that the eras coming after it will 
be worse than it M4 

Hadiths could describe the Prophet’s authoritative legacy in three 
possible ways: they could communicate Muhammad’s words, or his 
actions, or describe things done in his presence to which he did not 
object. The above hadith examples describe Muhammad’s edicts 
and normative behavior. But Muslim scholars also assumed that any- 
thing done during the Prophet’s time that he did not forbid must have 
been acceptable. The Companion Jabir b. ‘Abdallah thus reported, 
‘We used to practice coitus interruptus during the time of the 
Prophel when the Quran was being revealed. M3 Muslim scholars thus 

** Sorae Muslira scholais even hold that the Prophet intentionally made these ‘mis- 
takes’ to teach his followers; QSdI ‘IySd, Kitab al-shija, p. 342. 
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interpreted this as a major proof for the permissibility of birth conlrol 
in Islam. 

Although a hadith could refer to any aspect of the Prophet’s life 
and legacy, not everything the Prophet did was authoritative. The 
Prophet was forty years old when he received his first revelation. 
Although Muhammad was admired for his upstanding characterand 
integrity even before his mission, Muslims do not consider his teach- 
ings authontative before he received God’s sanction. In addition, 
revelation had not made the Prophet a master of all trades. In one 
famous hadith, the Prophet came across some farmers trying to graft 
small date palms. When he suggested that the farmers take a different 
course of action and that advice proved wrong, he replied, ‘I am but 
a man, if I give you a comraand regarding reiigion then take it. 
But if 1 make a statement out of my own judgment, then I am but 
a man ... you are more knowledgeable about the matters of your 
world.’ 16 

The scope of what concems ‘religion’ in the Islamic tradition, 
however, is much wider than in the modem Westem world. Although 
the Prophet consulted his Companions on affairs of state, govemance, 
and military tactics (in fact, on several occasions the Quran validated 
his Companions’ opinions rather than his own), his decisions as a 
statesman and military leader have been considered authoritative by 
Muslim jurists. Were his decisions, after all, not ultimately guided 
by God? 

Certainly, not all aspects of the Prophet’s behavior required 
imitation or obedience. Since the Prophet did not state, for exam- 
ple, that wearing the long robes of an Arab was required dress for 
a Muslim, this has been viewed as a matter of choice. Injunctions 
by the Prophet encouraging Muslim men to grow beards, how- 
ever, have led Muslim jurists to view this as either a requirement or 
laudable behavior. And while such factors limited the extent to 
which the Prophet’s personal tastes and habits were legally com- 
pelling, there has been no limit to optional imitation of the Prophet 
done out of supererogatory piety. Some Musliras thus replicate even 
the mundane aspects of the Prophet’s behavior, such as the position 
in which he slept and the food he ate. The faraous jurist and hadith 
scholar of Baghdad, Ibn Hanbal (d. 241/855), once claimed that he 
had acted on every hadith he had heard about the Prophet at least 

17 


once. 
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THE SCOPE OF THE BOOK: WHAT DEFINES HADITH 
LITERATURE? 

Stoiies and reports about the Prophet Muhainmad permeate all genres 
of scholarship and expression in Islamic civilizalion. Hadiths appear 
in books of law, theology, Quranic commentary, mysticism, politics, 
Arabic grammar, history, and etiquette. If we are to be introduced to 
the hadith tradition, how do we define its scope? 

Early Islamic writmg combined both pre-Islamic Arab sensitivi- 
ties and new lslamic concems. Muslim authors of the eighth and ninth 
centunes expressed the tribal nature of Arab and early Islamic society 
b>' writing books of genealogy (ansab) y such as the Kitab al-ansab of 
Ibn al-Kalbl (d. 204/819). Other early Muslims gathered and recorded 
religious folklore from Arab, Jewish, Persian, and Christian sources. 
The Yemeni Wahb b. Munabbih (d. 114/732) was one of the most 
famous authors in this genre, which became known as ‘stories of the 
prophets (qasas al-anbiya V Other early authors collected informa- 
don about the military campaigns of the early Muslim community 
and traced its historical course. This genre was known as ‘campaigns 
(maghazl)' and ‘historical reports (tarikh or akJibar ),’ including such 
works as the Maghazi o f Musa b. ‘Uqba (d. 141/758). Another import- 
ant genre combined these fields: the study of the Prophets biogra- 
phy, orslra. The most famous biography of Muhammad is the Sira of 
Ibn lshaq (d. 150/767). Some early Muslim scholars concentrated on 
collecting reports about the meaning and contexts of Quranic verses, 
compiling exegetical books called k tafsir.' Finally, some scholars 
tumed their attention to reports of the Prophet’s legal, ritual, and 
theological statements. These were known as ‘rulings ( ahkdm)' and 
formed the core of the hadith tradition. 

The defming characteristic of hadith literature as it emerged in 
tbe mid eighth century was that it consisted of reports attributed 
to Muhammad and transmitted by full isnads from him. Books of 
Quranic exegesis, history, genealogy, and folklore oflen included 
reports from Muhammad or describing his actions. But these rep- 
resented the minority of their contents. Quranic exegesis most often 
relied on the opinions of Companions or later Muslims for the mean- 
ing of Quranic words. History works frequently described events that 
occurred decades after Muhammad’s death, such as the Muslim con- 
quests of Syria and Iran. Stories of the prophets involved subjects 
as distant as Adam and Eve. These genres were distinct from ahkam 
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and the nasceni hadith tradition because they were not focused on the 
persona of Muhammad. 

But what about slra , the biography of the Prophet? By definition, 
this was focused on Muhammad. Here, the second defming charac- 
teristic ofhadith literatureproveskey: the isnad.TheSiraoJ Ibn Ishaq 
rarely includes full isndds for the stories it tells about the Prophet or 
its quotations of his words. The isndds that it does include are often 
incomplete, meaning that the sources that transmitted the report are 
often omitted or left unnamed. 

It was the presence of full isnads leading back to the Prophet 
and transmitting his legacy that defined the core of hadith literature, 
what early hadith scholars called the genre of‘supported reports (al- 
musnadat).' Of course, if we open up famous hadith collections such 
as the Sahih of al-Bukharl, we fmd chapters on Quranic exegesis 
(tafsir) and the Prophet’s campaigns (maghaii). What distinguishes 
these chapters ffom separate books of lajsir or maghazi % however, is 
that the chapters of hadith books focus on reports with full isnads that 
quote the Prophet instead of later Muslims. 

Regardless of their precise subject, any books in Islamic civil- 
ization that include hadiths with full isnads back to the Prophet are 
subsumed under the genre of hadith literature. Of course, later books 
of hadiths written after the use of isnads became obsolete or books 
specirically discussing or analyzing aspects of hadiths may not pro- 
vide full isnads, but their subject matter clearly places them in this 
genre as well. 


ENDNOTES 

1 J. Brown, field notes, Sept. 2003. 

2 This quote is attributed to the famous ninth-century scholar al-ShahT. 

3 J. Brown, field notes, July 2004. 

4 See Max Rodenbeck’s excellent book, Cairo: the Ciry \ r ictorious , p. III. 

5 J. Brown, field notes July 2007. This hadith can be found in Muhammad b. ‘Ts§ 
al-Tirmidhl, Jami' al-Tirmidhi: kitab al-birr wa al-sila, bab md ja'a fi rahmat 
al-muslimin. 

6 Muhammad b. Ismall al-Bukhari, Sahih al-Bukhari : kitab aJ-jlm , bdb man 
kadhaba 'ala al-Nabi. 

7 Sahth al-Bukhdri: kitab al-tawhid ’ bab qawl Allah 'wujuhuhum yawma 'idhin 
nddira. ‘ 

8 Abu DSwud al-Sijistanl, Sunan Abi Dawud: kitab al-zakdt, bdb al-'urud idhd 
kanat li ‘l-rijara hal fihd min zakdt. 



14 Hadkh 


9 AbO al-Oasim aJ-TtoarSnt, at-Mujam aisaghir, vol. 1 p. 76. 

10 R» B&bawayh. Am5fi al-Sad8q . p. 6. 

11 Ahmad b. al-Husayn al-HirOna. ai~Amdfi cd-sughrd, p. 8. 

12 Muwatta ’: k&ab alsahm. 

13 'Abdatl&h b. Abd al-Rahman al-DSriim, Sunan al-Dartml: introductory chapters, 
bdb tmm mkhkhasa f ikitabai al~ ' ibn . 

14 Sahih al-Bukhan : kitab al-jitaru bab Ldyati zamdn illa alladhJ ba'dahu sharr 

min/uL 

15 Saiuh ai-Bukhari. kitdb cd-nikah , bdb ai-'azl. 

16 MnslHn b. al-Hajjaj, Sahih Muslim : kitab al-fada ‘il, bab wujub imtithal md 
qaiahu shar'an. 

17 AJ-fQiBfib, at-Jami\ voL 1, p. 225. 



THE TRANSMISSION AND COLLECTION 
OF PROPHETIC TRADITIONS 


INTRODUCTION 

Despite its seemingly arcane nature, the hadith tradition emerged 
in the early days of Islam as a practical solution to the needs of the 
Muslim community. In the wake ofthe Prophet’s death, his teachings 
served as an obvious source of guidance for the nascent Islaraic com- 
munity as it struggled to determine how to live according to God’s will 
now that he was gone. The study ofhadiths began as a practical attempt 
to gather, organize, and sift through the authoritative statements and 
behavior attributed to the Prophet. In the subsequent centuries, the 
hadith tradition developed to meet new needs as they evolved. By the 
close of the tenth century, the transmission and collection of hadiths 
had acquired a new dimension - quite apart from the contents of any 
hadith, the report and its isnad became a medium of connection to 
the Prophet that created authority and precedence within the Muslim 
community. The development of hadith literature is thus best under- 
stood in light of the two general functions that hadiths fulfilled, that of 
an authoritative maxim used to elaborate Islamic law and dogma, and 
that of a form of connection to the Prophet’s charismatic legacy. 

This chapter traces the origins and development of Sunni hadith 
transmission and collection ffom the beginning of Islam until the 
modem period. Any mention of the notion of ‘authenticity’ or 
‘authentic (sahTh)' hadiths in this chapter refers to the Sunni Muslim 
criteria for reliability and its system of hadith criticism, the mechan- 
ics of which will be discussed fully in the next chapter. ‘Authentic’ 
or Torged' here thus has no necessary correlation to whether or not 
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the Prophet Muhammad really said that statement or not. Debates 
over ‘what really happened’ in the history of hadith will occupy us in 
Chapter 8. 


INHERITING THE PROPHET S AUTHORITY 

In Islam, religious authority emanates from God through His Prophet. 
Whether by referring to the Prophet*s teachings directly or through 
the methods of religious problem-solving inherited from him, only 
through a connection to God and His Prophet does a Muslim acquire 
the right to speak authoritatively about Islamic law and belief. In the 
formative period of Islam, Muslims thus tumed back again and again 
to the authoritative legacy of the Prophet’s teachings as it radiated out- 
wards through the transmission and interpretation of pious members 
of the coramunity. It was the form through which this authoritative 
legacy was transmitted - whether via Prophetic reports or methods of 
legal reasoning - that created different schools of thought in the early 
Islamic period and led to the emergence of the hadith tradition. 

In the PropheCs adopted home, the city of Medina, al-Qasim b. 
Muhammad b. AbT Bakr (d. 108/726-7), the grandson of the flrst 
caliph of!slam, and SaTd b. al-Musayyab (d. 94/713), the son-in-Iaw 
of the most prolific student of the PropheCs hadiths, Abu Hurayra, 
became two of the leading interpreters of the new faith after the death 
of the formative first generation of Muslims. TTieir interpretations 
of the Quran and the Prophet’s legacy, as well as those of founding 
fathers such as the second caliph ‘Umar b. al-Khattab, were collected 
and synthesized by the famous Medinan jurist Malik b. Anas (d. 
179/796). In K.ufa, the Prophet’s triend and pillar of the early Muslim 
community, ‘Abdallah b. Mas‘ud (d. 32/652-3), instructed his newly 
established community on the tenets and practice ofIslam as it adapted 
to the surroundings of Christian, Jewish, and Zoroastrian Iraq. His 
disciple *Alqama b. Qays (d. 62/681) transmitted these teachings to a 
promising junior, Ibrahlm al-NakhaT (d. 95/714), who in tum passed 
on his approaches and methods of legal reasoning to Hammad b. Abt 
Sulayman (d. 120/738). His student of eighteen years, Abu Hanlfa 
(d. 150/767), would become a comerstone of legal study in lraq and 
the eponym of the HanafT school of law. UnJike Medina, the cradle 
of the Muslim community where Muhammad’s legacy thrived as 
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living comniunal practice, the diverse environment of Kufa teemed 
with ancient doctrines and practices foreign to the early Muslim com- 
munity. Many such ideas found legitimation in the form of spurious 
hadiths falsely attributed to the Prophet. Abu Hanlfa thus preferred 
relying cautiously on the Ouran, well-established hadiths and the 
methods of legal reasoning leamed from his teachers rather than risk 
acting on these fraudulent hadiths. 

By the mid eighth century, two general trends in interpreting and 
applying Islam had emerged in its newly conquered lands. For both 
these trends, the Quran and the Prophet’s implementation of that mes- 
sage were the only constitutive sources of authority for Muslims. The 
practice and mlings of the early community, which participated in 
establishing the faith and inherited the Prophet’s authority, were the 
lenses through which scholars like Abu Hanlfa and Malik understood 
these two sources. Another early scholar, ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Awza*T 
of Beimt (d. 157/773—4), thus stated that ‘religious knowledge(7/m) 
is what has come to us from the Companions of the Prophet; what has 
not is not knowledge.’ 1 In Sunni Islam, a Companion is anyone who 
saw the Prophet while a Muslim and died as a Muslim. When presented 
with a situation for which the Quran and the well-known teachings of 
the Prophet and his Companions provided no clear answer, scholars 
like Abu Hanlfa relied on their own interpretations of these sources to 
respond. Such scholars were known as the ahlal-ra 'y, orthe Partisans 
of Legal Reasoning. 

Other pious members of the community preferred to limit them- 
selves to the opinions of the earliest generations ofMuslims and raore 
dubious reports from the Prophet rather than speculate in a realm they 
felt was the exclusive purview of God and His Prophet. The great 
scholar of Baghdad, Ahmad b. Hanbal (d. 241/855), epitomized this 
transmission-based approach to understanding law and faith in his 
famous statement: ‘ You hardly see anyone applying reason (ra y) [to 
some issue of religion or law] except that there lies, in his heart, some 
deep-seated resentment. An unreliable narration [from the Prophet] is 
thus dearer to me than the use of reason.’ 2 Such transmission-based 
scholars, referred to as ‘the Partisans of Hadith (ahl al-hadith),' pre- 
ferred the interpretations of members of the early Islamic community 
to their own. For them the Muslim confrontation with the cosmopoli- 
tan atmosphere of the Near East threatened the unadulterated purity 
of Islam. A narcissistic indulgence of human reason would encourage 
heresy and the temptation to stray frora God’s revealed path. Only 
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by clinging stubbomly to the ways of the Prophet and his righteous 
successors could they preserve the authenticity of their religion. 

Fof the ahl al-hadith , reports traced back to the Prophet, bearing 
his name and conveying his authority, were prima/acie compelling. 
Even if a scholar were not sure that a hadith was reliable, the power- 
fui phrase k the Messenger of God said... * possessed great authority. 
Many unreliabie hadiths were used in efforts to understand the mean- 
ing of Quranic words, to reconstruct the campaigns of the Prophet, to 
document the vixtues of the Companions or simply in preaching that 
exhorted Muslims towards piety. Even in legal issues, where as we 
shall see schoiars like Ibn Hanbal were more rigorous about authenti- 
cating hadiths, ahl al-hadith scholars sometimes depended on unreii- 
able hadiths. U was amid this vying between the ahl al-hadith and ahl 
al-ra 'y schools that the Sunni hadith tradition emerged. 


EARLY HADITH COLLECTION AND WRITING 

From the begmmug of Islam, Muhammad T s words and deeds were of 
the utmost interest to his foliowers. He was the unquestioned exem- 
plar of faith and piety in Isiam and the bridge between God and the 
temporai world Although, as we shall see, there was controversy 
over setting down the Prophet’s daily teachings in writing, it is not 
snrprising that those Companions who knew how to write tried to 
record the memorable statements or actions of their Prophet As paper 
was unknown in the Middle East at the time (it was introduced from 
China in the late 700s), the small notebooks they compiled, called 
sakifa s, would have consisted of papyrus, parchment (tanned ani- 
mal skins), both very expensive, or cruder substances such as palm 
fronds. Although there is some evidence that the Prophet ordered the 
oollection of his rulings on taxarion, these sahi/as were not public 
documents; they were the prwate notes of individual Companions. 3 
Some of the Companions recorded as having sahifas were Jabir b. 
‘Abdatlah, ‘AIi b. Abl Talib, AbU Hurayra and ‘Abdallah b. ‘Amr b. 
al-‘As. 

Certain Companions were more active in amassing, memonzing, 
and writing down hadiths than others. Like grandchildren eager to 
coilect stories and recollections about a grandparent they barely kne w, 
we find that it is otten the most junior Companions of the Prophet who 
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1. Abu Hurayra: 5,300 hadiths 

2. Ibn ‘Umar: 2,600 hadiths 

3. Anas b. Malik: 2,300 hadiths 

4. Aisha: 2,200 hadiths 

5. Ibn‘Abbas: 1,700 hadiths 

Figure 2.0 Leading Hadiih Transmitters from the Companions 


became the most prolific collectors and transmitters of hadilhs. AbO 
Hurayra (d. 58/678), who knew the Prophet foronly three years, is the 
largest single source for hadiths, with approximately 5,300 narrations 
in later hadith collections.‘ < Although he did not write hadiths down 
in his early career, by his death Abu Hurayra had boxes full of the 
sahJfas he had compiled. 5 ‘Abdallah b. ‘Umar, the son of‘Uraarb. al- 
Khattab, was twenty-three years old when the Prophet died and is the 
second largest source for hadiths, with approximately 2,600 narra- 
tions recorded in later collections. Ibn ‘Abbas (d. 68/686-8), who was 
only fourteen years old (or nine according to some sources) when the 
Prophet died, is the fiflh largest source, with around 1,700 hadiths. 6 

Since Companions like Ibn ‘Abbas and Abu Hurayra only knew 
the Prophet for a short time, they apparently amassed their vast num- 
bers of hadiths by seeking them out ffom more senior Companions. 
Abu Hurayra is thus rarely recorded as saying ‘I heard the Prophet of 
God say... ’ - more oflen he simply states indirectly that ‘the Prophet 
said ...’ Just as today we regularly quote people whom we did not 
hear directly, this would have been normal for the Companions. The 
obsession with specifying direct oral transmission with no interraedi- 
ary, which characterized later hadith scholarship (see Chapter 3), did 
not exist during the first generations of Islam. Ibn ‘Abbas probably 
heard only forty hadiths directly from the Prophet. The rest he fre- 
quently narrates by saying ‘the Prophet of God said...’ or through a 
chain of transmission of one, two, or even three older Companions. 7 

Not surprisingly, those who spent a great deal of intimate time 
with the Prophet were also major sources of hadiths. Anas b. Malik, 
who entered the Prophet’s house as a servant at the age of ten, and the 
Prophet’s favorite wife, Aisha, count as the third and fourth most pro- 
lific hadith sources, with approximately 2,300 and 2,200 narrations in 
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laier books respectively. 8 Interestingly, those Companions who spent 
the most time with the Prophet during his public life rank among the 
least prolific hadith transmittere. The Prophets close friend and suc- 
cessor. Abu Bakr, his cousin/son-in-law ‘AlT b. Ab! Taiib, and close 
advisor ‘Umar are the sources for only 142, 536 and 537 hadiths 
respectively. These prominent early Muslims, who were looked to 
as leaders responsible fbr decisions and religious rulings afler the 
PropheCs death, seem to have preserved the spirit of Muhammad’s 
teachings in their actions and methods of reasoning rather than by 
citing his hadiths directly. 

When reading books of hadiths, at first it appears arbitrary which 
Companion narrates a hadith from the Prophet. Certain Companions, 
however, demonstrated particular interests and expertise in certain 
subjects. The PropheCs wives, especially Aisha, not surprisingly 
serve as the sources for hadiths about the PropheCs personal hygiene, 
domestic habits, and sexual life. Most of the hadiths in which the 
Prophet instructs his foilowers about the protocol for using dogs - 
animals whose saliva is considered ritually impure by most Muslims 
- for hunting come from the Companion ‘Adl b. Hatim, who clearly 
was very curious about this topic. 

So dominant is the presence ofMuhammad in the formati ve period 
ofIslam that we forget that after his death it was his Companions who 
assumed both complete religious and political leadership in the com- 
nnnrity. lt was Companions like Ibn ‘Abbas in Mecca, Ibn Mas‘ud 
in Kufa and Salman aJ-FarisT in lsfahan who had the responsibility 
of teaching new generations of Muslims and new converts about 
the religion of a prophet they had never known. The generation who 
learned IsLam from the Companions and in tum inherited ffom them 
the mantle ofthe Prophet’s authority became known as the Successors 
{al-tabVun). Like the Companions, they too recorded those recollec- 
tions that tbeir teachers recounted to them about the Prophet*s words, 
deeds, and rulings. In addition to compilmg their own sahlfas from 
the lessons of the Companions, these Successors also passed on the 
Companions’ own sahtfas. 

Some of the early isndds that appear most regularly in hadith col- 
lections seem to be arecord ofsahlfas being handed down from teacher 
to student or from father to son. We thus often find the sahifa-isnad of 
Abfl Hurayra to ‘Abd al-RahmSn, to his son al-'Ala’. The Successor 
Abu al-Zubayr aJ-MakkJ recefved the sahifa of the Companion 
Jabir b. ‘Abdallah, and one of the most famous Successors, al-Hasan 
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al-Basr! (d. 110/728), received the sahJfa of the Companion Samura 
b. Jundub. An example of a sahifa that has survived intact loday, the 
sahJja of the Successor Hanimam b. Munabbih (d. 130/747), contains 
138 hadiths from the Prophet via Abu Hurayra. 0 

The vast preponderance of the hadiths that the Successors heard 
from the Companions, however, was not in wrilten form. Arabian 
society of the seventh and eighth centuries had a highly developed 
tradition of oral poetry, and the Companions more often recounted 
their memories of the Prophet in oral form only. Even to modem read- 
ers accustomed to writing everything down, this is understandable 
to an extent; to them the Prophet was a contemporary Tigure whose 
words and deeds lived on in their memories as freshly as we remem- 
ber our own teachers or parents. Only rarely do we put down these 
memories on paper. 

Of course, the Prophet was no average person, and many of his 
Companions did seek to record his legacy even during his own life- 
time. There are several hadiths, however, in which the Prophet wams 
his followers not to record his words out of fear thal they might be 
confused with God’s words as revealed in the Quran. As the Quran 
was still being set down in writing during the Prophet’s lifetime by 
numerous scribes and in many private notebooks, collections of the 
Prophet’s teachings might easily be conflated with the holy book. 
We thus find a famous hadith in which the Companion Abu Sald 
al-Khudri states, ‘We used not to write down anything but the testi- 
mony of faith said in prayer (al-tashahhud) and the Quran.’ In another 
hadith, the Companion Zayd b. Thabit states that the Prophet had for- 
bidden his followers to write down any of his words. 10 

It was unrealistic, however, that a lawmaker and political leader 
like the Prophet could allow no written record keeping. It would 
simply have been impossible for Muslims to preserve accurately 
the teachings they heard from the Prophet without some recourse to 
writing. Alongside hadiths banning writing, we thus also fmd reports 
encouraging it. The Companion Anas b. Malik is even quoted as say- 
ing, 4 We did not consider the knowledge of those who did not write it 
down to be [real] knowledge.’ 11 We thus also find hadiths in which the 
Prophet allows new Muslims visiting from outside Medina to record 
lessons he gave in a sermon. 12 

This contradictory evidence conceming the writing down of 
hadiths has proven very problematic for both Muslim and Westem 
scholars. Some Muslim scholars, such as the Damascene prodigy 
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al-NawawT (d. 676/1277), have reconciled the material by assuming 
that the reports condemning the writing of hadiths came firom the ear- 
lier years of the Prophefs career, when he was concemed about his 
words bemg mistaken for the Quran. Permission to write down his 
teachings would have come later, when the Quran had become more 
established in the minds of Muslims, and the Prophet’s role as the 
leader of a hmctioning state required some written records. n 

Westem scholars, on the other hand, have often understood the 
tension between the writing of hadiths and its prohibition to reflect 
competing values within the Islamic hadith tradition itself. In Islam, 
religious knowledge is primarily oral in nature - a written book only 
serves as a guide for the oral recitation of its contents. On a concep- 
tual Ievel, it is almost as if written pages are dead matter that only 
comes alive when read aloud. It is interesting that the importance 
of oral knowledge kept the debate, over whether or not one should 
write down hadiths, alive into the lOOOs CE, over two hundred years 
after it had been rendered moot by the popularization of written hadith 
collections! 

In the early Islamic period, however, this focus on orality was very 
practical. The Arabic alphabet was still primitive, and many letters 
were written identically and could only be distinguished firora one 
another by context Even today, the Arabic script does not indicate 
short vowels. We can imagine an English sentence written with only 
consonants and a few vowels, such as 4 1 wnt t ht the bll. ’ Is it ‘ I want to 
hit the ball,’ ‘I want to hit the bell, ’ ‘I went to hit the ball,’ et ceteral 
We could only know the correct reading of the sentence if we knew its 
context With the Arabic scripL then, knowing the context and even 
the intended meaning of a written text is essential for properly under- 
standing it. The sahlfas of the Companions and Successors thus only 
served as meraory-aids, written skeletons of hadiths that would jog 
the author’s memory when he or she read them. 

These sahTfas could not thus simply be picked up and read. One 
had to hear the book read by its transmitter in order to avoid grave 
misunderstandings of the Prophet’s words. If hadith transmitters had 
reason to believe that a certain narrator had transmitted hadiths with- 
out hearing them read by a teacher, in fact, they considered this a seri- 
ous flaw in the authenticity of that material. AbQ al-Zubayr al-Makkl 
had heard only part of the Companion Jabir b. ‘ Abdallah’s sahTfa read 
aloud by Jabtr, and this undermined his reliability in transmission 
for some Muslim hadith critics. Some early hadith transmitters, like 
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‘Ata’ b. Muslim al-Khaffaf, were so concemed about their books of 
hadiths being read and misunderstood after their deaths that they 
bumed or buried them! 14 

Of course, this practical and cultural emphasis on direct oral trans- 
mission did nol mean that Muslims ignored the reliability of writ- 
ten records. Even when transmitting a hadith orally, it was best for 
a scholar to be reading it from his book. The famous hadith scholar 
fbn Ma‘Tn (d. 233/848) thus announced that he preferred a transmit- 
ter with an accurate book to one with an accurate memory. 15 By the 
early 700s CE, setting down hadiths in writing had become regular 
practice. The seminal hadith transmitter and Successor Muhammad 
b. Shihab al-Zuhri (d. 124/742) considered writing down hadiths to be 
absolutely necessary for accurate transmission. 

Collectors like al-Zuhri were encouraged to collect and record 
hadiths by the Umayyad dynasty, which assumed control of the 
Islamic empire in 661 CE. The Umayyad govemor ‘Abd al-‘Aztz 
b. Marwan requested that the Successor KathTr b. Muma send hira 
records of all the hadiths he had heard from the Companions. 16 ‘Abd 
al-‘AzTz’s son, the Umayyad caliph ‘Umar b. ‘Abd al-'AzTz, ordered 
the govemor of Medina to record all the hadiths conceming adminis- 
trative and taxation matters. 17 

Another important question that arose during the early transmis- 
sion and collection of hadiths was whether or not one had to repeat 
a hadith word for word or if one could just communicate its gen- 
eral meaning. Most early Muslim scholars understood that keeping 
track of the exact wording of hadiths was not feasible and that ‘nar- 
ration by the general meaning (al-riwaya bi 'l-mana)' was an ines- 
capable reality. The Companion Wathila b. Asqa‘ had admitted that 
sometimes the early Muslims even confused the exact wording of the 
Quran, which was universally well-known and well-preserved. So 
how, he asked, could one expect any less in the case of a report that the 
Prophet had said just once? Al-Hasan al-Basri is reported to have said, 
Tf we only narrated to you what we could repeat word for word, we 
would only narrate two hadiths. But if what we narrate generally com- 
municates what the hadith prohibits or allows then there is no problem.’ 
Some early Muslim scholars insisted on repeating hadiths exactly as 
they had heard them. Ibn Slrin (d. 110/728) even repeated grammati- 
cal errors in hadiths that he had heard. 18 Eventually, Muslim scholars 
anived at the compromise that one could paraphrase a hadith provided 
that one was leamed enough to understand its meaning properly. 19 
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Figure 2.1 Transmission and Criticism of Hadiths from thc Companions of the Prophet and Successors 
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TRANSCRIPTS OF LEGAL DEBATES: THE EMERGENCE 
0F MUSANNAF COLLECTIONS 

If we imagine the world of Islam in ihe early and mid eighth century 
CE, the next stage of hadith literature appears as a direct retlection of 
Muslim scholarly discourse of the time. We can picture the promi- 
nent Successor al-Hasan al-Basri, who had studied with Companions 
like Anas b. Malik and who had been brought up in the house of one 
of the Prophet's wives, as a pillar of piety in Basra and recourse for 
the questions of the city's inhabitants. Seated under a reed awning, 
al-Hasan would answer questions conceming how to pray. how to 
divide inheritance and how to understand God’s attributes by draw- 
ing on all the religious knowledge he had gained. He might reply by 
quoting the Quran or something that his mother had heard from the 
Prophet. On other occasions he might tell his audience how ‘AlT b. 
AbTTalib, whom he had met as a young man, had ruled on a particular 
case. Sometimes al-Hasan might use his own understanding of the 
principles put forth in the Quran or the Prophet’s teachings to provide 
a new answer to a question. A few decades later in Medina. we can 
picture Malik b. Anas seated against one of the pillars ofthe PropheCs 
mosque and answering questions in a similar way. 

The rirst organized works of Islamic scholarship, called musan - 
naj s, or ‘books organized topically,’ were basically transcripts of this 
legal discourse as it had developed during the first two centuries of 
Islam. Arranged into chapters dealing with different legal or ritual 
questions, they were topicaJ records of pious Muslims’ efforts to 
respond to questions about faith and practice. The earliest surviving 
musannaf Malik’s Muwatta is thus a mixture of Prophetic hadiths, 
the rulings of his Companions, the practice of the scholars of Medina, 
and the opinions of Malik himself. The version of the Muwatta ’ that 
became famous in North Ahrica and Andalusia contains 1,720 reports. 
Of these, however, only 527 are Prophetic hadiths; 613 are statements 
of the Companions, 285 are frora Successors, and the rest are MaJik’s 
own opinions. 20 Likewise, the earliest known musannaf that of Ibn 
Jurayj (d. 150/767), was a collection of reports from the PropheL 
Companions, and Successors such as ‘ Ata’ b. AbT Rabah (d. 114/732). 
Another farnous scholar from this period who compiled a musanna/ 
was the revered scholar of Kufa, Sufyan al-Thawri (d. 161/778). 

A very large musannaf surviving from this earlier period was writ- 
ten by a student of Malik and Ibn Jurayj, ‘Abd al-Razzaq al-San‘anI 
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(d. 211 826), but is much larger than the one-volume Muwatta'. 
The \fusannaf of‘Abd al-Razzaq. an inhabitant of Yemen, is eleven 
printed volumes. As Figure 2.2 demonstrates, ‘Abd al-Razzaq drew 
mosily from his teachers Ma‘mar b. Rashid and Ibn Jurayj. 21 Another 
faraous musannaf written by a scholar from the generation of‘Abd 
al-Razzaq's students, comes from the hadith scholar of Baghdad, Abu 
Bakr b. Abl Shayba (d. 235/849). Figure 2.2 provides an example of 
the type of material and sources that a musannaf would draw upon. 


Chapter on Whether or not One Shonld Wipe One's Head with 
the Water Remaining from One’s Hands 

From ‘Abd al-Razzaq, from Ma‘mar. who said that he was informed 
by someone wbo heard al-Hasan [al-BasrT] say. * Lt suffices you to wipe 
your head with what water is left over in your hands from ablution.’ 
(Wote: this is a Successor opinlon with an incomplete isndd) 

From ‘Abd al-Razz§q, from lsraTl [b. YOnus], from Musa b. Abl 
‘A'isha, who said that he heard Mus‘ab b. Sa‘d, when a man asked 
him, say, 'I perform my ablutions and wash my face and arms, and 
what water is in my hands suffices me for my heacl, or I get new 
water for my head. Nay, rather, get new water for your head.’ 

(Note: this is a Snccessor opinion with a comptcte isndd) 

‘Abd al-Razzaq said that Ma‘mar informed him, from Nafi‘ that Ibn 
‘Umar used to get new water for wiping his head. 

(Note: this is a Companion opinion with a complete isndd) 

From ‘Abd al-Razzaq, from Ibn Jurayj, who said that he was informed 
by 'Ajlan that the Prophet used to wipe his ears along with his face 
one time and wipe his face. Then he would put his palms in the water 
and wipe his head from front to back to the back of his neck, then 
his temples. Then he would wipe his ears once - all of this with what 
water he had in his hand from that one wipe. 

(Note: thb is a Prophetic hadith with an incomplete isndd) 

From ‘Abd aJ-Razzlq, from Ibn Jurayj, who said, ‘I said to ‘Ata\ “Is it 
with the water left over from your face that you wipe your head?” and 
he said, 4 C No, I put my hands in the water and wipe with them. and I 
do not shake the water off them or wait for them to dry. In fact I try to 
keep the hairs [on my hands and armsj wet”’ 

(Note: this is a Soccessor opinion with a complete isndd) 

Figare 12 Subchapier from ‘Abd al-Razziq’s Musannaf Conceming Ablutions 
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In many ways, the mnsannaf genre predates the eraergence of clas- 
sical hadith literature rather than being part of it. If hadith collections 
are characterized by a predominant focus on reports ffom the Prophet 
that include isnads as a means for critics to verify their authenticity, 
then books like the Muwatta ' and the Musanna/oT' Abd al-Razzaq are 
not technically hadith collections. Both Malik and ‘Abd al-Razz§q 
cite rulings of Companions and Successors more frequently than they 
cite Prophetic hadiths. Bul even when quoting the Prophet directly, 
the obsession with complete, unbroken chains of transmission that 
would characterize the classical period of hadith collection is absent. 
Even when Malik does cite Prophetic hadiths, on sixty-one occasions 
he completely omits the isnad and simply states, ‘The Prophet said... ’ 
Rather, we should think of musanna/s as early works of Islamic law 
that represent the diversity of sources from which legal and doctri- 
nal answers could be sought during the flrst two centuries of Islam. 
In a musannaf a scholar like Malik was trying to answer questions 
with the resources he felt were reliable and was not concemed 
with proving their authenticity according to a rigid system of isnad 
authentication. 

Of course, musannajs would serve a very important function in 
law, hadith literature, and hadith criticism. Later scholars would 
tum to musannajs to know the legal opinions of Companions and 
Successors, and hadith critics would use them as evidence when inves- 
tigating whether a hadith was really something said by the Prophet or 
a statement actually made by a Companion or Successor. 

But if Muhammad was the ultimate interpreter of God’s will, 
why would a scholar like Malik so infrequently rely on his words 
in a musannaf collection? This question has cast a shadow of doubt 
over the authenticity of the hadith corpus, a question addressed in 
Chapter 8. Here, however, we can provide a few possible explana- 
tions. As Figure 2.1 demonstrates, during the time of Malik and Ibn 
Jurayj hadith transmission was localized. When Malik was asked by a 
student whether or not one should wash in between one’s toes when 
performing ritual ablutions, he said that it was not required. Another 
student, ‘Abdallah b. Wahb, objected, saying that in his native Egypt 
they had a hadith through the Companion Mustawrid b. Shaddad tell- 
ing how the Prophet did wash between his toes. Hearing the isndd, 
Maiik said, ‘That hadith is good, and I had not heard it until this 
moment.’ He acted on it ffom that point on. 22 It is not surprising that 
Malik had not heard the hadith, since he only left his home in Medina 
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co perform pilgrimage to the nearby city Mecca. Many of the hadiths 
that were widespread in Syna, Egypt. or among the students of Abu 
Hanlfa in lraq were unknown to him. h is thus very likely that Malik 
did not cite a Prophetic hadith on an issue because he knew of none. 
As Figure 2.1 indicates, it was only among the generation of Malik’s 
students. and even more so among their students, that hadith scholars 
traveled widely in order to unify the corpus of hadiths. 

In addition. musannajs drew on such a wide variety of authori- 
tative figures because they were all legirimate inheritors of the 
Prophet’s authority. The Companions, who had lived with the Prophei 
for years and understood the principles upon which he acted, and the 
Successors, who leamed from them, were seen as the carriers of the 
Propbet’s message and were heeded accordingly. Even a scholar like 
Malik, living in the generarion after the Successors, was so esteemed 
as a pious interpreter of the Prophet’s message that he could give his 
opinion without citing any sources at all. 


THE \fUSNAD ERA AND THE EMERGENCE OF 
HADITH LITERATURE PROPER 

The shift firom the variety of the musannaf to the focus on Prophetic 
hadiths that characterizes hadith literature occurred with the 
emergence of the wtasnad collections in the late eighth and early ninth 
centuries CE. While saJufas had been mere ad hoc collecrions, and 
rmaanna/s were anranged as topical references, musnad collections 
were organized according to isnad. A11 the hadiths narrated from a cer- 
tain Companion would fall into one chapter, then all those transmitted 
from another into the next, et cetera. The appearance of musnad collec- 
tions occurred due to impetuses from both the broader study of Islamic 
law and within the more nairow community of Muslim hadith critics. 

During the late eighth and early ninth centuries, the regional 
schools of Islamic law, each based on the teachings and interpretation 
of learoed figures like Malik and Abu Hanlfa, faced a new challenge. 
A young scholar named Muhammad b. Idris al-ShafiT (d. 204/820), 
who had studied with Malik in Medina and the students of Abu HanTfa 
in Iraq, and had traveled widely in Egypt and Yemen, asserted that 
it should be the direct hadiths of the Prophet and not his precedent 
as understood by local scholars that supplemented the Quran as the 
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second major source oflaw. In the face of a contrasting hadith that they 
had not previously known, al-Shafi‘I argued, the followers of Malik 
and Abu HanTfa should take the Prophet’s words over the stances of 
their local schools. Through his students and especially the study of 
his major legal work, the Umm (The Motherbook). al-Shafi‘I had an 
immediate and powerful inAuence on ahl al-hadith jurists. From this 
point on in the hadith tradition, the testimony of Muhammad would 
trump all other figures of authority and become the predominant focus 
of hadith collections. Musnads reflected this interest, as they focused 
almost entirely on Prophetic hadiths and included Companion or 
Successor opinions only as occasional commentaries. 

Quite apart from broader questions of legal theory, the burgeoning 
class of Muslim hadith critics that emerged in the mid and late eighth 
century had good reason to start organizing their personal hadith col- 
lections along isndd lines. First, the growing number of reports erro- 
neously attributed to the Prophet had made the isndd an indispensable 
tool. Limiting hadith collections to material that had an isndd was 
a solid first line of defense against hadith forgery - if you claimed 
that the Prophet had said something but could provide no isndd , your 
hadith had no place in a musnad. Second, as we will see in the next 
chapter, the single most important factor in judging the reliability of 
a hadith transmitter was determining if he or she was corroborated in 
the material he or she reported. In order to know ifa hadith transmitter 
is coiroborated in his transmissions, critics compared the hadiths he 
reported to those of others who studied with his teachers. Thus we find 
that many musnads, such as that of al-Ruyanl (d. 307/919-20), are 
organized into chapters and subchapters in the fol!owing fashion: 


Prophet -> Companion A ->Successor A ■) Transraitter A 

-> Transmitter B 
-> Transmitter C 
->Successor B -> Transmitter A 
-> Transmitter B 
-> Transmitter C 

-> Companion B ->Successor A -> TransmitterA 

-> Transmitter B 
-> Transminer C 

.... etc. 


Figore2J Musnad Organization 
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In order to determiiie whether or not Transmitter A is gener- 
ally corroborated m the material he or she transmits, we need only 
flip through the chapters of the musnad comparing the hadiths that 
Transmitter A related hx>m each Successor with those of Transmitters 
B andC. 

The earliest known musnad , which has also survived intact, is that 
of Abu Dawud al-Tayalisi (d. 204/818). The most famous musnad is 
thatof Ibn HanbaL, which consists of about 27,700 hadiths (anywhere 
from one fourth to one third of which are repetitions of hadiths via 
different narraiions) and was actually assembled into fmal form by 
the schoLar’s son. Ibn Hanbal claimed he had sifted the contents of 
his Musnad firom over 750,000 hadiths and intended it to be a refer- 
ence for students of Islamic iaw. Although he acknowledged that the 
book contained unreliable hadiths, he supposedly claimed that all its 
hadiths were admissible in discussions about the Prophet’s Sunna - if 
it was not in his Musnad y he claimed, it could not be a proof in law. 23 

Other well-known and widely read musnads from the ninth 
century include those of aJ-Humaydl (d. 219/834), of al-Harith b. 
Abl Usama (d. 282/8%), of al-Musaddad (d. 228/843), of Abu Bakr 
al-Bazzar (d. 292/904-5), and of the Hanafi scholar Abu Ya‘la al- 
MawsiH (d. 307/919). The largest musnad ever produced, which has 
tragically not survrved, was that of Baql b. Makhlad (d. 276/889). 

Instead of compiling large musnads that included the hadiths of 
nmnerous Companions, some scholars devoted books to only one 
Companion: Abu Bakr al-Marwaz! (d. 292/904-5), for example, 
compiled a small musnad with all the hadiths he had come across 
transmitted from the Companion Abu Bakr. 

Although some musnads, like that of al-Bazzar, contained some 
discussion of the flaws ( l ilal) found in the isndds of a hadith, in general 
musnads were not limited to hadiths their compilers believed were 
authentic. Instead, they hmctioned as storehouses for all the reports 
that a certain hadith scholar had heard. As Figure 2.1 shows, by the 
time of Ibn HanbaL, hadith collectors were no longer constrained by 
regional boundaries. Hadith coliectors like Muhammad b. Yahya al- 
DhuhJI or Qutayba b. Sa^Id were originaJly from Nishapur in Iran 
and Balkh in Afghanistan, but they traveled throughout the Muslim 
world on what was known as ‘the voyage in the quest for know- 
ledge (al-rihla Ji talab al^ilm)' to collect hadiths from transmitters 
like ‘Abd aJ-Razzaq in Yemen or Layth b. Sa‘d in Egypt. Throughout 
their travels they recorded the hadiths they heard in their musnads 
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regardless of their authenticity or their legal and doctrinai implica- 
tions. The staunch Sunni Ibn HanbaTs Musnadthus contains a hadith 
- shocking to the sensibility of Sunni Muslims - that describes how 
an early copy of the Quran had been slored under Aisha*s bed only 
to be found and partially eaten by a goat, leaving the record of God’s 
revelation permanently truncaled! 24 


THE SAHlH AND SUNAN MOVEMENT 

Musannafc and musnads both had their advantages: musannajs were 
conveniently arranged by subject, and musnads focused on Prophetic 
hadiths with full isnads. From the early ninth to the early tenth cen- 
tury, a large number of respected ahl al-hadith jurists combined the 
two genres in the form of sunan / sahTh books. A sunan was orga- 
nized topically, and thus easily used as a legal reference, but also 
focused on Prophetic reports with full isnads. More importantly, the 
ahl al-hadith jurists who compiled these sunans devoted great efforts 
to assuring or discussing the authenticity of the books’ contents. In 
general, the authors of sunan books sought only to include hadiths 
that had been relied upon by Muslim scholars and were known to be 
authentic either because they had strong isndds or because the com- 
munity of scholars had agreed that they truly reflected the Prophet’s 
teachings. This new focus on producing collections ofhadiths with an 
emphasis on authenticity led many of the collections produced in the 
sunan movement to be dubbed sahih (authentic) books by either their 
authors or later Muslim readers. Two of the earliest known sunans 
are those of Sa‘Td b. Mansur al-KhurasanT (d. 227/842) and ‘Abdallah 
al-Dariml (d. 255/869). 

Two participants in the sunan movement in particular, Muhammad 
b. Isma‘Tl al-Bukharl (d. 256/870) and his student Muslim b. al-Hajjaj 
al-NaysaburT (d. 261/875), broke with the ahl al-hadith's traditional 
willingness to use weak hadiths in law. Unlike their teacher Ibn 
Hanbal, al-BukharT and Muslim felt that there were enough authentic 
hadiths in circulation that the ahl al-hadith jurists could dispense with 
less worthy narrations. Al-BukharT and Muslim were thus the first to 
produce hadith collections devoted only to hadiths whose isnads they 
felt met the requirements of authenticity. Their books were the first 
wave of what some have termed ‘the sahih movement.’ 25 Known as 
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ihtSahThayn (literaJly 4 thetwo.Sa/If/IS , ), the collections of al-BukMri 
and Muslira would become the raost famous books of hadith in Sunni 
Islam. It is therefore worth examining their contents and structure. 

Ii is reported that aI-Bukharf devoted sixteen years to siriing the 
hadiths he included in his SahTh firom a pool of sLx hundred thousand 
narrabons. 26 The rimshed work was not a mere hadith collection - it 
was a massive expression of al-BukharTs vision of Islamic law and 
dogma backed up with hadiths the author felt met the most rigorous 
standards of authenticity. The book covers the full range of legal and 
ritual topics, but also includes treatments of many other issues such 
as the implication of technical terms in hadith transmission. The book 
consists of ninety-seven chapters, each divided into subchapters. The 
subchapter dtles indicate the legal implication or ruling the reader 
should derive from the subsequent hadiths, and often include a short 
comment from the author or a report from a Companion or Successor 
elucidating the hadith. AJ-Bukhan often repeats a Prophetic tradition, 
but through different narrations and in separate chapters. Opinions 
have varied about the exact number of hadiths in the SahTh , depend- 
ing on whether one derines a ‘hadith’ as a Prophetic tradition or a 
narradon of that tradition. Generally, experts have placed the number 
of ful \-isndd narradons at 7,397. Of these many are repetitions or dif- 
ferent versions of the same report, with the number of Prophetic tradi- 
dons at approximately 2,602. 27 

Musiim’s SahTh is much more a raw hadith collecdon than al- 
BukhaiTs work. It contains far fewer chapters (only fifty-four) and 
lacks aJ-Bukharf s legal commentary. It has many more narrations, 
numbenng about twelve thousand, with Muslim scholars placing the 
number of Prophedc tradidons at aroimd four thousand. Unlike al- 
Bukhari, Muslim keeps all the narrations of a certain hadith in the 
same section. Muslim also diverges significantly from al-Bukhari 
in his exclusion of commentary reports from Companions and later 
rigures. 

There is considerable overlap between the SahThayn. Muslim 
scholars generally put the number of traditions found in both books 
at 2,326. Al-Bukhari and Muslim drew on essendally the same pool 
of transmitters, sharing approximately 2,400 narrators. Al-Bukhari 
narrated from only about 430 that Muslim did not, while Muslim used 
about 620 transmitters al-Bukhari excluded. 

Al-BukharTs and Muslim’s works had a great deal of influence 
on their students and contemporaries. Ibn Khuzayma (d. 311/923), a 
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central tlgure in the Shafi‘T school who studied with al-Bukhari and 
Muslim, compiied a sahlh work that came to be known as Sahlh Ibn 
Khuzayma. Abu Hafs ‘Umar al-Bujayri of Samarqand (d. 311/924) 
produced a collection called al-Jami ‘ al-sahlh, and even the famous 
historian and exegete Muhammad b. Jarir al-Tabari (d. 310/923) 
attempted a gigantic sahlh work but died before he ITnished it. Sald 
b. al-Sakan (d. 353/964) of Egypt also collected a small sahlh book 
consisting of hadiths necessary for legal rulings and whose authen- 
ticity he claimed was agreed on by all. Ibn Khuzayma’s studenl Ibn 
al-JarGd (d. 307/919-20) compiled a similar work called al-Muntaqa 
(The Select). Ibn Hibban al-BustTs (d. 354/965) massive Sahlh is 
usually considered the last installment in the sahlh moveraent. 

Other participants in the sahlh moveraent also focused on hadiths 
with strong and reliable isnads y but they nonetheless featured some 
reports that they acknowledged as being unreliable but included 
either because they were widely used among jurists or because the 
authors, like Ibn Hanbal, could find no reliable hadith addressing that 
topic. Four of these books in particular attained great renown. The 
Sunan of Abu Dawud al-Sijistanl (d. 275/889), a close student of Ibn 
Hanbal, contains about 4,800 hadiths and focuses on reports used in 
deriving law. The author alerts the reader to any narrations which 
have serious flaws in their isnads. The Jami 1 of Muhammad b. ‘Isa al- 
Tirmidhi (d. 279/892), one of aI-Bukhari’s disciples, contains about 
3,950 hadiths and also focuses on hadiths that different schools of law 
had used as legal proofs. It also includes detailed discussions of their 
authenticity. Although al-TirmidhT’s sunan does include some unreli- 
able hadiths, the author notes their status. As such, later scholars often 
called the work Sahlh al-Tirmidhl. Ahmad b. Shu‘ayb al-Nasa’T (d. 
303/916), another student of al-Bukhari, compiled two sunans: the 
larger one contained many hadiths that the author acknowledged as 
unreliable. The smaller one, known as the Mujtaba (The Chosen), 
contains 5,750 hadiths and focused on reliable hadiths only. It has 
thus been known as Sahlh al-Nasa 'I. Finally, Muhammad b. Yazld 
b. Majah’s (d. 273/887) Sunan is an interesting case. Although the 
author seems to have tried to include only reliable hadiths, some later 
Muslim scholars noted that as much as one fourth of the book’s 4,485 
hadiths are actually unreliable. 28 

With the sahlh/sunan movement, the hadith tradition had reached 
a watershed. The works of scholars like al-Bukhari, Muslim and al- 
TirmidhT were possessed of a defmitiveness that seemed both to reject 
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many aspects ofthe culture of hadith transmission and to ofifer them- 
selves as the uitimate hadith references for legal scholars. Muslim 
wrote his Sahth as a response to what he saw as the laxity and mis- 
pl&ced pnonties of hadith scholars and transmitters. He believed 
that those scholars who strove to collect as many hadiths as possible 
regardless of their quality were doing so only to impress others. 29 
M uslim expressed serious concem over w f ould-be hadith scholars 
who transmitted material of dubious nature to the exclusion of well- 
known and well-authenticated hadiths. They provided this material 
to the common people wben in fact it is hadith scholars’ duty to leave 
the common folk with trustworthy reports only. Muslim composed 
his Sahih to this hmction. Abu Dawud expressed a similar pur- 
pose for his Sunan. He states confidently that he knows of ‘nothing 
after the Quran more essential for people to leam than this book [his 
Swum], and a person would sufifer no loss if he did not take in any 
more knowledge after it <3 ° 


TOPICAL HADITH WORKS 

Duiing the ninth and tenth centuries, Sunni hadith scholars were not 
merely writsng comprehensive sunan works. They also compiled col- 
kecdons of hadhhs dealing with individual topics. In fact, these spe- 
cific treatises were often bound together to form a sunan or added on 
to the standard legal chapters of a sunan to add a new component to 
thewoik. 

The earliest genre of topical works was that of zuhd, or asceticism 
and pious excellence. These books included hadiths describing the 
Prophet’s supreme piety and abstention from any religiously ambigu- 
ous behavior, as well as the superlatrve practice of early Muslim saints 
and even pre-Islamic prophets. The earliest known book of zuhd is 
that of Ibn al-Mubarak (d. 181/797). The great hadith transmitters and 
collectors WakT‘b. al-Jarrah (d. 197/812) and Ibn Hanbal also com- 
piled books of zuhd. Even as late as the eleventh century the Shafn 
scholar Abft Bakr al-BayhaqT (d. 458/1066) wrote a hadith collection 
devoted to the zuhd theme. 

Other scholars wrote books similarly addressing the question of 
perfecting Muslim manners. Al-Bukhari wrote his ‘Book Devoted 
to Manners ( al-Adab al-mufrad)\ and a schotar named Ibn Abl al- 
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Dunya (d. 281/894) of Baghdad wrote dozens of such hadith works 
on topics such as the importance of giving thanks, understand- 
ing dreams, and coping with sadness and gnef. The hadith scholar 
Humayd b. Zanjawayh (d. 251/855-6) composed a book of hadiths 
that wamed Muslims about the punishments that awaited them in 
HellHre for certain deeds as well as the heavenly rewards they could 
expect in Paradise for goodly acts. Known as the Kitab al-targhlb 
wa al-tarhlb (The Book of Enjoining and Waming), Ibn Zanjawayh’s 
book was very popular and was transmitted widely. ln the 1200s CE, 
‘Abd al-‘AzIm al-Mundhirl (d. 656/1258) wrote another famous book 
in this genre with the same title. AI-Nasa’T and his student Ibn al- 
SunnT (d. 364/975) both wrote hadith books entitled ‘Deeds of the 
Day and Night (‘ Amal al-yawm wa al-layla)' on the pious invocations 
that the Prophet would say in various daily situations. The famous 
young scholar of Damascus, al-Nawaw! (d. 676/1277), also wrote 
two very popular hadith books on manners and periecting Muslim 
practice. His small Adhkar (Prayers) contains hadiths on the prayers 
one says before activities such as eating, drinking, and traveling 
with no isnads but with the author’s comments on their reliability. 
Al-NawawT’s Riydd al-salihln min kalam sayyid al-mursalln (The 
Gardens of the Righteous from the Speech of the Master of Prophets) 
is a larger book of ethical, piety, and etiquette-related hadiths which 
has become extremely popular, serving as a main hadith text for the 
Tabllgh-i Jama‘at, one of the largest missionary institutions in the 
modem Muslim world. 

Similarly designed to hrighten readers about the impending 
apocalypse and coming of ‘the Days of God’ was an early topical 
hadith book written by al-Bukhari’s teacher Nu‘aym b. Hammad (d. 
228/842) entitled Kitab al-fitan (The Book of Tribulations). Sunan 
and sahlh books regularly contained chapters on these apocalyptical 
‘tribuIations’as well. 

The most popular subject for topical hadith collections among 
Sunni scholars in the ninth and tenth centuries was the importance 
of adhering to the Sunna of the Prophet and the ways of the early 
Muslim community on issues of belief and practice. These books of 
'sunna ' contained Prophetic hadiths and reports from respected early 
Muslims that exhorted readers to derive their understanding of reli- 
gion solely from the revealed texts of the Quran and Sunna while 
avoiding the heretical pitfalls of speculative reasoning about God, 
His attributes and the nature of the aflerlife. Sunna books emphasized 
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all the components of ihe Sunni Muslim identity as tt was emerging 
m the eighth and nmth centuries: a reliance on transcnitted knowiedge 
mstead of specularive reasoning, a rejection of the ahl al-ra V legaJ 
schooL an affinnarion that all the Companions of the Prophet were 
upnght (but that the best were Abu Bakr, ‘Umar, ‘Uthman then AlT), 
and poiiricai quietism. The most famous books of sunna are those of 
Vtm Hanbal's soo ‘Abdallah (d. 290/903), Ibn Abi ‘ Asim (d. 287/900), 
M uhammad b. Nasr al-Marwaz! (d. 294/906), and al-Barbahari (d. 
329/941). 

Some \alersunna hadith coliections went into more detail on issues 
of proper Sunni belief. The staunch Hanbali Suii KJhwaje ‘Abdallah 
aUAosari of Herai (d. 481/1089) wrote a multi-vohime hadith work 
condenmmg specuktrve theology and theologians (Dhamm al-kalam 
wa ahlihi). Ibn ai-Waddah (d. 286/899) wrote a small book on hereti- 
cal innovarion (Kitdb al-bicT a), while al-DaraqumT (d. 385/995) wrote 
one trearise collectmg all the hadiths a£firming tliat Muslims would 
actualiy seeGodon the Day of Judgment (Kitab al-ru ya) and another 
one bringing together all the hadiths telling that God descends during 
tbe night to answer the prayers of the believers. 

The collectrve affirmarion that all the Companions of the Prophet 
were nghteous and reliaMe transmitters of the Prophet’s teachings, as 
opposed to the Shiite denigrarion of all the Companions who did not 
support ‘ AJTis ciaim to leadership, prompted another important topical 
genre in the mnth centnry. Books on the ‘VTrtues of the Companions 
(fadd d ai-sahdba)' became an unportant statement of Sunni belief. 
Ebn Hanbal thus collected aU the hadiths he could find in which the 
Prophet described the excellence or special characteristics of each 
Compamon in his Fadd ’il al-sahdba l Al-NasaT also wrote a shorter 
Fadd ‘il al-sahdba work as well as a hadith collection speciiTcally 
devoted to ‘AITs vinues (Khasa 'is 'Ali). 

Although only a few books were written in the genre, books of 
sham&’U, or the virtaes and characteristics of the Prophet, were 
extremely popular in Islamic civiUzarion. Such books discussed 
all aspects of the Prophet's personality, appearance, conduct, and 
miracles, and were ofien the only books through which the iess edu- 
cated segments of Muslim society from Mali to India would have 
had contact with higb religious tradition. Al-TirmidhT*s Shama 'il was 
extremdy widety read, as was al-Qadi ‘ly§d’s (d. 544/1149) Kitdb 
al-shija. The Egyptian Jalal al-DTn al-Suyutl (d. 911/1505) also wrote 
a later shamd 'il work entitled al-Khasd ’is al-kubra. As al-Qadi ‘lyad 
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explaincd, these books were not destgned to convince non-Muslims 
ofMuhammad’s prophethood, but rather to reinforce Muslims’ faith 
in the umque and unparalleled virtues of ‘the last of God’s messen- 
gers. 1 

Another genre of lopical collections focused on stories about 
Muhammad that proved or illustrated his standing as a prophet. The 
most famous works of Da/d 'il al-nubuwwa (proofs of prophethood) 
come from the eleventh-century scholars al-Hakim al-Naysaburi (d. 
405/1014) and his students Abu Nu‘aym al-lsbahanl (d. 430/1038) 
and Abu Bakr aJ-BayhaqI. 

Like musnads , these various monographs were unconcemed with 
assuring the authenticity of the hadiths they contained. In fact, books 
on the virtues of Companions and sunna often contained reports that 
later Sunni scholars and sometimes the authors themselves found 
baseless or reprehensible. The Kitab al-sunna of Ibn AbT ‘Asim, 
that of Ibn HanbaPs son ‘Abdallah and the Kitdb al-tawhid (Book of 
God’s Unity) of Ibn IChu 2 ayma all included a hadith describing how 
when God sits on His throne it squeaks like a saddle mounted by its 
rider. But even Ibn HanbaTs son notes the hadith’s isnad is weak, and 
later Sunni scholars were so shocked by this blatant anthropomor- 
phism that some of them called Ibn Khuzayma’s book ‘The Book 
of Heresy.’ 32 In his Fadd’il al-sahaba , Ibn Hanbal includes a report 
stating that ‘ AU’s name is written on the doorway to Paradise, a hadith 
rejected by Sunni scholars as forged. 33 

The question of why hadith scholars would knowingly include 
unreliable or obviously forged reports in any of their books is a per- 
petual quandary in the study of the hadith tradition and will be dis- 
cussed in depth in the next chapter. In the context of books exhorting 
Sunnis to the proper beliefs and worldview, however, it makes sense 
from the authors’ standpoint. These books were often polemics aimed 
at other sects, such as Muslim rationalists (known as Mu ( tazilites) or 
Shiites. Sunni compilers of these books were not trying to prove any- 
thing to other Sunnis, who shared their system of hadith evaluation. 
They ‘knew’ they were upholding the correct set of beliefs, so they 
packed their books with whatever evidence they could fmd to sup- 
port them regardless of its reliability. Authors of books of sunna were 
arguing that, instead of relying on reason, Muslims should believe in 
raaterial transmitted from the Prophet no matter what itsaid. A hadith 
about God’s throne squeaking was as useful in this cause as more reli- 
able hadiths. 
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THE HADITH CANON 

It would be some time before the landmark contribution of the sahih 
and siman books was recogmzed. By the dawn of the eleventh century, 
how r ever. a selection of these books had been recognized as authori- 
tative. This canon of books would fulfill two important hmctions in 
Islamic civilization: providing a common language for discussing the 
PropheCs Sunna and providing a manageable representation of the 
vast hadith corpus. 

Surprisingly. al-Bukhari's and Muslim’s decision to compile 
books liraited only to hadiths they deemed authentic was initially 
rejected by many ahl al-hadith scholars. This seeras counterintui- 
tive from a modem standpoint; why would a tradition that prided 
itself on following the authentic legacy of the Prophet object to 
books of only authentic hadiths? In order to understand this we must 
remember that, for the ahi al-hadlth, authentic hadiths only repre- 
sented the most reliable end of the hadith spectrum. Hadiths with less 
steilar isndds were also used in law, and weak hadiths were used very 
commonly in preaching, Quranic exegesis, and books of zuhd and 
good manners. 

Many ahl al-hadith schoiars during al-BukhaiTs and Muslim’s 
time therefore criticized the compilation of the SahThayn. A famous 
hadith scholar from Rayy in Lran, Abu Zur‘a al-RazT (cL 264/878), said 
of the two authors, ‘These are people who wanted prominence before 
their time, so they did something of which they could boast; they 
wrote books the likes of which none had written before to gain for 
themselves precedence.’ The ahl al-hadTth also worried that if hadith 
scholars wrote books limited to authentic hadiths, their opponents 
from the ahl al-ra 'y would use that as a weapon against them. Abu 
Zur‘a described Muslim as ‘making a path for the people of heresy 
against us, for tbey see that they can respond to a hadith that we use 
as proof against them by saying ‘That is not in the SahThV' ’ Under 
fire firom such critics, al-Bukhari and Muslim defended themselves 
by saying that their books did not include all the sahlh hadiths in 
circulation. Al-Bukhari had only selected sahlh hadiths useful for his 
iegal discussions, and Muslim had limited his book to hadiths whose 
authenticity he believed was agreed on by all. 34 

By the mid tenth century, however, the contribution of the sahlhi 
sunan movement was beginnmg to be realized. PreviousIy, it was the 
collectors of the great musnads , al-Bukhari’s and MusIinrTs teachers 
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like Ibn Hanbal and al-Humaydl, who had been viewed as the pillars 
ofhadith scholarship. In the late 900s, however, Ibn Manda of Isfahan 
(d. 395/1004-5) announced that the four masters ofhadith were those 
who had produced thesahlh books: al-BukharT, Muslim, Abu Dawud, 
and al-Nasa’1. Ibn Manda described these four as well as others of 
their generation as the group of hadith masters ‘accepted by all by 
consensus, and their knowledge trumps all others. ’ 35 

The need for a selection of hadith collections acknowledged as 
superior by all the ahl al-hadlth was essential at that point in time. 
In light of all the musannajs , musnads , and sunans in circula- 
tion between the various cities that hadith scholars visited on their 
‘travels in search of knowledge,’ which books should students focus 
on as the foundation for understanding the Prophet’s legacy? When 
a group of intimidated hadith students asked the Egyptian scholar 
Ibn al-Sakan (d. 353/964) this question, he entered his house and 
reemerged with four books in his hands. ‘These are the foundations 
ofIslam.’he said, ‘the books ofMuslim, al-BukharT, Abu Dawud, and 
al-Nasa'T.’ 36 

DiiTerent scholars had different visions of which books best repre- 
sented the Prophet’s Sunna. These shifting canons are usually referred 
toas ‘The Five Books,’ ‘The Six Books,’or ‘the Authentic Books (al- 
Sihah).' The foundation of the canon, however, is unchanging: the 
four works of al-Bukharl, Muslim, Abu Dawud, and al-Nasa’T. The 
Shafi‘T scholar Abu Bakr al-BayhaqT (d. 458/1066) adds that, together 
with these four, al-TirmidhT’s and Ibn KJiuzayma’s books had iden- 
tified a substantial amount of the authentic hadiths in circulation. 
Muhammadb.Tahiral-MaqdisT(d. 507/1113)describedtheSix Books 
as those of al-Bukhan, Muslim, al-TirmidhT, al-Nasa’T, Abu Dawud, 
and Ibn Majah. ‘Abd al-Kaffm al-RafiT of QazvTn (d. 623/1226) also 
enumerates this six-book series, as does the Indian HanafT scholar 
al-SaghanT (d. 650/1252), adding the Sunan of al-DaraqutnT as well. 
The Andalusian hadith scholar, al-SaraqustT (d. 524/1129), on the 
other hand, counts the Six Books as those of al-Bukhaff, Muslim, al- 
TirmidhT, Abu Dawud, al-Nasa’T, and Malik. Al-SilafT of Alexandria 
(d. 576/1180), Abu Bakr al-HazimT (d. 584/1188-9), and al-NawawT 
mention only Five Books: the works of aI-Bukhaff, Muslim, al- 
TirmidhT, Abu Dawud, and al-Nasa’T. 37 Together, the Six Books con- 
tain approximately 19,600 hadiths. 

The flexible boundaries of the hadith canon make sense when we 
consider one of its two primary Hinctions. Even as early as 800 CE, 



40 Hadith 


al-Shaiil had said thai it was impossible for one person to know all 
the hadiths in circulaiion. lf the Prophet's Sunna was essentially 
boundless, the Musiim community needed a tangible and manageable 
selection of hadith books to represent its core. Whether the canon was 
five or si.x books. or exactly which books these were, did not aflfect 
thts hmetion. 

In the 1200s and 1300s the hadith canon's ability to represent the 
Prophet s blessings endowed the Sahihayn in particular with a special 
ritual relevance. in cities trom Damascus to Timbuktu the Sahihayn 
would be read in mosques as part of celebrations culminaiing in the 
month of Ramadan. AJ-Bukhari’s Sahih in particuiar was read as a 
cure for illness from Egypt to India, and the great Moroccan con- 
queror Mawla Ismall (d. 1727) had a copy of the Sahih carried in 
fronl of his anny ‘like the Ark of the Children of Israel. ' 39 

The secood. more important riinction of the hadith canon was 
limited to the Sahlhayn - the only two books of the canon which 
mctuded exclusrvely authendc hadiths. These two books served as 
a common reference for determining hadith authenticity. In the early 
1 OOOs the two schools ofiaw that had emerged from the ahl al-hadith , 
the HanbaK and the Shafil, agreed that the contents of the Sahihayn 
were totally authentic and had been agreed upon as such by the whole 
Mnslim commumty. Scbolars of the Malikl school soon agreed, and 
by the I300seven the hadith-wary Hanari school had found acknow- 
ledgmg this convention unavoidable. For all the Sunni schools of law 
and theology, the Sahlhayn would be the common language for evalu- 
ating the authentkrity of hadith in interschool debates. 

The Sahihayn canon was an ideal polemicai weapon to use against 
oce’s opponents. But tbat did not mean that scholars felt they had to 
obey all the hadiths found in the two collections in their own work. If 
a scholar of the Shafn or Hanafi school of law found a hadith in al- 
BukMri s or Muslun’s collections that he disagreed with, he had no 
compunction about criticizmg its authenticity. 40 

The Sahihayn were tbus not immune to criticism. Only in the 
early modem and modem periods has it become controversial to 
crihcize the Sahlhayn , but this ts primarily due to Muslim scholars’ 
eagemess to protect the status of two books that they see as sym- 
bols of an Isiamic tradition under attack from modemity. It is import- 
ant to oote here, as will be discussed hirther below, that Muslim 
scholars recognized that othcrsahlh hadiths existed outside the hadith 
canon. 
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THE PINNACLE OF HADITH COLLECTION AND THE END 
0F HADITH TRANSMISSION 

As al-Bukhari's aiui Muslim's critics had insisted, the sahlh move- 
ment did not mean the end of hadith transmission and collection. Nor 
did it mean that Muslims believed that all the sahlh hadiths in circula- 
tion had been recorded. In facL from the standpoint of volume, the 
peak of hadith collection occurred in the tenth century - over one 
hundred years after the Six Books had been written. 

Indeed, the compilation of titanic personal musnads continued 
after and even despite the sahth movement, with scholars in Iran 
continuing the tradition of collecting musnads with many weak 
and even forged hadiths. Abu al-Qasim al-Tabaranl (d. 360/971) 
of Isfahan compiled a huge collection, his Mu'jam al-kablr , which 
is today printed in twenty-eight volumes. ‘AIT b. Hamshadh of 
Nishapur (d. 338/950) produced a personal musnad twice as large 
as al-TabaranTs, and al-Hasan al-MasaijisT of Nishapur (d. 365/976) 
compiled a musnad that if published today would occupy an 
astounding 182 vo!umes. 41 Even as late as the mid 1 lOOs Shahrudar 
b. ShTrawayh al-DaylamT (d. 558/1163) compiled a famous hadith 
collection entitled Musnad al-Firdaws (The Musnad ofParadise). 

Into the lOOOs scholars with strong ariiliations to certain schools 
of law produced massive sunans and musnads to bolster their 
schools’ bodies of substantive law. The vast Sunan al-kubra of the 
Shafi‘T Abu Bakr al-BayhaqT (d. 458/1066) is a landmark in the 
ShaJi‘T legal school, supporting every detail of its law code with a 
myriad of reports firom the Prophet and his Companions. Abu al- 
‘Abbas al-Asamm of Nishapur (d. 346/957) collected all the hadiths 
that al-ShaAT had transmitted with fiill isndds in his magnum opus , 
the Umm , and organized them into the Musnad al-Shdfu. 42 Even a 
non-Hanaff like AbO Nu‘aym al-IsbahanT (d. 430/1038) participated 
in efforts to find chains going back to the Prophet for Abu HanTfa’s 
reports and composed a musnad collection of them. 43 The MalikT 
scholar Ibn al-Jabbab (d. 322/934) created a musnad of Malik’s 
hadiths. 44 

AIl these scholars continued to transmit hadiths in the great 
mosques of Iraq and Iran before audiences of hundreds and even 
thousands of students. These ‘dictation sessions’ were recorded by 
students in collections called am&tl (dictations). The chief judge of 
Kufa, al-Husayn b. IsmaTl al-MahamilT (d. 330/942), was described 
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as the most knowledgeable person in hadith of his rime and was 
famous for his amdii.** Abu aKAbbas al-Asamm was equally well 
known for his diciauon sessions. 

Not only did hadith transmission and collection continue unabated 
after thesaAiTi movement, scholars continued to identify hadiths that 
they leJt mented the title of sahlh and that aJ-Bukhan and Muslim 
should have tnciuded in their works. The great hadith scholar of 
Baghdad Abu al-Hasan al-DaraqutnT (d. 385/995) and the MalikT 
hadith master of the Hejaz, Abu Dharr al-HarawT (d. 430/1038), 
both wrote one-volume coilecrions caJled ihdmdt (addendums) of 
haditlis that they considered up to the standards of the Sahlhayrt. Al- 
Daraqutni*s student, al-Hakim al-Naysaburi (d. 405/1014), compiled 
a volummous ikamdt work entitled al-Mustadrak (with approxi- 
mately 8,800 haditlis) in which he sought, once and for ail, to 
demonstrate to those opponents of the ahl al-hadlth the multitude of 
authentic haditiis that remained outside the Sahlhayn. 46 

By the mid lOOOs, however, it was clear that the process of 
recording tlie hadiths in circulation - regardless of whether they were 
authenric or forgenes - was coming to an end. In the mid eleventh 
century, al-Hakim's student aJ-BayhaqI declared that all the hadiths 
that could reliably be attributed to the Prophet had been documented, 
and thus any previously unrecorded attriburions to Muhammad 
should be considered defacto forgeries. 47 ln pracrice, in the 11 OOs we 
see that fewer and fewer hadith scholars were able to record hadiths 
with full isrtads (even highly unreliable hadiths) back to the Prophet 
that had not already been written down in some earlier collection. 
Ibn al-Jawa ofBaghdad (d. 597/1201), for example, is the only person 
to have transmitted the admittedly unreliable hadith ‘Sweeping the 
mosque is the dowry for a beavenly beauty (kans al-masdjid muhur 
hur al-ln)' The last hadith that I have seen recorded with a full 
isndd is found in the TadwlnJiakhbdr Qazwln (Recording the History 
of the City of Qazvin) of ‘Abd al-Karim al-Rafl‘T (d. 623/1226): 
‘Sanjar will be the last of the Persian kings; he will live eighty 
years and then die of hunger .’ 48 Even this report is undoubtedly 
forged. By the 1300s, not even the greatest hadith scholars of their 
day such as Shams al-Dtn al-DhahabT (d. 748/1348) or Jamal al-Dln 
al-Miz 2 i (d. 742/1341) would dare to claim that they were in posses- 
sion of a hadith reliably said by the Prophet that had gone unnoticed 
until their time. 
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THE PRACTICE OF HADITII TRANSMISSION AND 
CONNECTION TO THE PROPHET AFTER THE HADITH 
CANON 

ln the early period of the hadith tradition the importance of oral trans- 
mission, or 'audition (sama*)\ where the student either read the 
hadith to his teacher or vice versa, had been very practical. One had 
to hear hadiths through a chain ofteachers (isndd) because theArabic 
script was too ambiguous to assure the correct understanding of any 
written document. Tlie practical emphasis on oral transmission - only 
accepting material if it came through a living isnad of transmitters 
-was equally applicable to whole books of hadiths. The transmission 
of a book required the same care and concem as the transmission of 
an individual hadith, and collections like SahTh al-BukhdrJ or Malik’s 
Mwatta' were transmitted from teacher to student in the same man- 
ner as hadiths. 

For hadith scholars, any referral to a hadith collection was contin- 
gent on hearing it liom a chain of transmitters back to the author. A 
book could not siraply be taken ofT the shelf and used. Like a single 
report, only a student copying a text in the presence of his teacher 
could protect against the vagaries and errors of transmission. Abu 
Bakr al-Qatn (d. 368/979), who was the principal transmitter of Ibn 
HanbaTs Musnad ', was severely criticized for transmitting one of Ibn 
HanbaTs books from a copy which he had not heard directly from his 
teacher, Ibn HanbaPs son. Although al-QatfT had in fact heard this 
book from his teacher previously, the copy he had used was destroyed 
in a Ilood, leaving him with only the other non -sama ‘ copy. This case 
demonstrates the sensitivity of hadith scholars to the question of oral 
transmission. Even a respected scholar who had actually heard a book 
from his teacher could be criticized for relying on another copy if he 
had not read that copy in the presence of his teacher (since he would 
not have been able to make any corrections to it). The scholar who 
transmitted the Musnad from al-QatTT, Ibn al-Mudhhib (d. 444/1052- 
3), was also accused of lax transmission practices. Specifically, he 
did not have sama 1 for certain sections of the Musnad. Later scholars 
thus explained that, because of this, ‘material with unreliable texts 
(mam ) and isnads entered into the Musnad .’ 49 ln the ninth, tenth, and 
eleventh centuries the isndd to the book was thus as important as the 
isnads contained within the book for authenticating its hadiths. Oral 
transmission was the key to maintaining these isnads. 
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tn the 1 (XXX however. the foct that hadith collections such as the 
Six Books had became so weil known and widely transmitted meant 
thal scholars coutd nekx the practical strictures of oral transmission. 
Sakih cd-Bukhim was suSictently wtdespread that if alterations were 
made to any ooe copv of the book there existed enough other trans- 
tmssions of the book to tdendiy this error. Aithough devout hadith 
schoiars wouid maintain into the thirteenth century that one could 
oot simpiy pick up a book of hadith and read it without having heard 
it firom a transmitter via an isnad, Sunni scholars not speciaiizing 
in hadith found this uimecessarily cumbersome. By the mid lOOOs 
revered Sunrn theologians and jurists iike Abu Hamid al-GhazaTi 
(d. 505/1111) and his teacher ai-Juwaynl (d. 478/1085) had deciared 
that if one found a well-copied text of al-BukMn s Sahlh one could 
read and tee it witbout an andd to the book. 

Even among scholars focused narrowly on the study of hadith, in 
the lOOOs the practice of gOza (permission for transmission) began 
to supersede sama as the medium of the isndd. ljaza for transmission 
meant that tnstead ofreadmg an entire hadith collection in the presence 
of an amhorized transmitter, a student might only read part of it and 
receive 'penmssaon’ from the teacher to transmit the rest Aithough it 
was a less rigorous form of authentkation, ijdza stiil provided schol- 
ars with isndds for books. Ahhough this practice had existed m some 
fbrmseven in theninth centnry, by the mid lOOOs ithadbecome very 
oommoo. Ai-HSrim al-Naysaburi, author of the massive Mustadrak, 
thus gave a group of smdents an ijaza to tiansmit his works pro vided 
they could secure weU-written coptes of them. 51 

Of course, if you could get an ijaza for a book you had not actuaily 
read in the presence of a teacber, you could get ijazas for any number 
ofbooks that the teacher was abie to transmit This led to the practice 
of acquiring a 'general ijaza (ijdza \dmma)' for all the books a teacher 
had. In the IOOOs many scholars also accepted the practice of get- 
ting ijaam from teachers one had not actually met at all through writ- 
mg letters. This * ijaza for the non-present person ( ijazat al-ma 'dum)' 
meant that schoiars couhi acquire ijazm for their infant children or 
even for duldren not yet bora! 

Hris ijdza for transmission (ijazat al-riwaya) shoold not be mis- 
taken for another, mucb less easily attained form of ijaza in Islamic 
cmhza&OD, ‘the ijaza of knowledge ( ijaaat at-diraya ).’ The ijaza 
of transmission served only to preserve the tradition of the isnad, 
while the ijaza of knowledge showed that a teacher acknowledged 



The transmission and collection ufProphetic Traditions 45 


thai a srudent had mastered a text and was able to teach its contents 
to others. 

It is evident from these developmenls that by the late eleventh cen- 
tury the transmission of hadiths and books via a living isndd possessed 
linle praciical value. Why then did it continue? Simply put, the founda- 
tional principle of the Islamic tradition, that authority comes through a 
connection to God and His Prophet, still dominated Muslim scholarly 
culture. The isnad was that cham that connected a scholar to the Prophet 
and allowed him to act as an authoritative interpreter of Islam. Hearing 
a hadith or a book of hadiths by an isnad , even if by ijaza , breathed a 
soul into otherwise lifeless pages and rendered the book legally com- 
pelling. One A.rabic poem describes someone reading a book without 
receiving it firom a teacher as ‘someone trying to light a lamp with no 
oil.’ 52 The Andalusian scholar Ibn Khayr al-lshbTIT (d. 575/1179) thus 
stated that no one could introduce a statement with the formuIa ‘the 
Prophet said... ’ without possessing sorae personal chain of transmis- 
sion, even if by ijaza , back to the Prophet for that reporl 53 

The isnad conveyed authority in Muslim scholarly culture, and it 
is no coincidence that acquiring and possessing isnads was one of the 
means by which the Muslim scholarly elite could distinguish them- 
selves firom the laity. One of the reasons that Ibn Khayr al-IshbH! 
gave for requiring some form of isnad for quoting the Prophet was the 
phenomenon of uneducated simpletons preaching in mosques instead 
of qualified scholars. Receiving isnads forbooks and hadiths was the 
equivalent of being ordained into the priesthood, and it is no surprise 
that even today at the Islamic Institute in Kerala, India, the graduation 
ceremony for Muslim scholars involves the rector of the school read- 
ing them his isnad for a hadith that involves the transmitters, all the 
way back to the Prophet, investing the student to whom they recited 
the hadith with the turban of a scholar. 

Perhaps the last large hadith book to include full isnads for every 
hadith it included was the Ahadith al-mukhtara (Selected Hadiths) 
of Diya’ al-DTn al-MaqdisT (d. 643/1245). But even this book did not 
include previously unrecorded hadiths. The author’s isnads for his 
hadiths consist of his isnads to earlier hadith collections, which then 
continue from the author of those collections back to the PropheL 
After the 1200s, hadith scholars would cultivate their own full- 
length isnads back to the Prophet in small booklets produced only 
for the pietistic purpose of linking themselves to his blessings and 
imitating the great hadith scholars of yore. As MuhyT al-DTn al- 
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NawawT described lt, collecting Lsndds back to the Prophet is an act 
of ‘preserving the isndd, which is one of the unique teatures of the 
Musiun community. 54 The tamous hadith scholar of Cairo. Zayn al- 
Dln ai-lraq» (d. 806f 1404), thus cooducted occasional amdli sessions 
in an etfort to imiinre the pcactice of earlier hadith scholars. Ln the 
twenneth century, the Moroccan hadith scholar Ahmad al-Ghumari 
(d. 1960) recited hadiths with full isnads back to the Prophet in dic- 
tation sessions in Cairo*s al-Husayn Mosque. Today, the practice 
of t raaismitting hadiths is carried out by hearing hadiths known as 
muBohaiĕt, or hadiths always transmitied in a certain context. The 
6rst hadith a student hears from his teacher is known as the hadith 
al-musalsal bi'l-awwaliyya , ‘the hadith always transmitted first': 
4 God the Most Merdful is mercifui towards those who act with 
nercy-be merafnlon theearth and He that is in the heavens will 
be merdlhl with you’ (see Chapter 1). 

Histoncaiiy, transmittmg hadiths via full isndds back to the Prophet 
carried another advantage as well. Not only did the chain connect one 
to Miihammad himseLf it also Linked one to all the great scholars of 
the past through whom the isndd passed. The staunchly orthodox thir- 
teenth-century Sufi ‘Umar al-Suhrawardl (d. 632/1234) began most 
of the chapters of his popular manual on Sufism, ' Awarif al-madri/\ 
whh hadhhs that reached all the way back to the Prophet through 
major figures in the Sufi tradiuon, such as Abu al-Qasim al-Qushayri 
(d. 465/1072) and Abu Nu‘aym al-Isbahanl. 53 These scholars had 
recorded their hadiths in book-fonn, but the religious capital gained by 
providmg lrving isndds for hadiths transmitted through them proved 
more compelircg to al-Suhrawardi than simply citing their books. 

lsndds thus linked scholars to the great figures who had preceded 
them in Islamic civilization and allowed one to speak with their 
voices as well as thal of the PropheL As the great Sufi of the sixteenth 
century, aJ-Sha‘rani (d. 1565 CE) said, someone with an isnad 1 is like 
a link in the chain, whenever he moves on any matter the whole chain, 
uptoour master the Messenger of God, moves with him.’ 56 

ELEYATION IN ISNADS , AUTHORITY, AND PRECEDENCE IN 
POST-CANONICAL HADITH TRANSMISSiON 

Atier the late tenth and elevenlh centuries CE the primary purpose of 
the isndd was to provide a connection to the Prophet’s authority and 
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establish a person as pan of the Muslim scholarly class. As a result, 
one's pro\imity to the Prophet in the isndd and access to hadiths that 
other scholars lacked served as marks of precedence in the schol- 
arly community. Like the importance of oral u-ansmission (sama'), 
the notion of a short or ‘elevated ('Hity isndd began as a very practi- 
cal concem for hadith authenticity: the fewer the links m the isnad 
to the Prophet, the fewer opportunities for error in transmission to 
occur. Hence we find even an early collector like Ibn Abl Shayba 
(d. 235/849) exhorting scholars that ‘seeking elevated isnads is part 
ofreligion.’ 57 

By the mid 900s CE, however, seeking elevated isndds had 
become a goal in its own right. In a society where connection to the 
Prophet was the source of both authority and blessing, the pro\im- 
ity of that connection was very valuable. As one early hadith scholar 
phrased it, k A close isnad is closeness to God.’ 58 As in any society, 
Muslim religious scholars and pious individuals established a system 
of honors and valuable items that individuals could eam or attain; 
like educational degrees, Muslim scholars sought out shorter and 
shorter isndds , rarer and rarer hadiths, as a way to gain precedence, 
fame, and respect in their religious culture. Like coin collectors 
Gretting over acquiring rarities, Muslims Aocked to those scholars 
lucky enough to hear old hadith transmitters as young children, or 
who had heard a rare hadith from a certain transmitter from a far- 
away land. Such people could offer young Muslim scholars, eager to 
eam their place among the scholarly elite or merely to feel especially 
connected to their Prophet, a chance at excellence. 

Of course, in none of these cases did the authenticity of the hadith 
in question actually matter - hadith scholars could distinguish them- 
selves by their short isnads and their rare hadiths regardless of whether 
or not these isnads were reliable or the rare hadiths were baseless. To 
retum to the analogy of coin collecting, it is the rarity of the coin and 
its condition (analogous to the elevation of an isnad) not the original 
value of the coin (or the authenticity of the hadith) which matter to 
the collector. 

Perhaps the most prominent example of a hadith scholar who 
prioritized elevated isndds and rare hadiths far above authentic- 
ity was al-Tabaranl (d. 360/971), who began hearing hadiths from 
teachers at the age of thirteen and died at the age of one hundred. 
Of his many hadith collections, his three mu l jams (see below), one 
large, one medium, and one sraall, are testimonies to his priorities 



48 Hadith 


m hadith study. In the small and medium collections, ai-Tabaran! 
foIlows each oarration with a brief discussion of how rare that 
narrabon is. 

Al-TabarSnTs isnads borderon the impossibly short. While ninth- 
century scholars like al-Bukhari generally narrated by isndds of four, 
frve, six, or seven transmitters to the Prophet (and in al-Bukhari’s 
case. twenty-eight instances where he narrated by only tliree), one 
hundred years later al-Tabaranl stilJ regularly narrated hadiths with 
four-person isndds. Jn one case we flnd him narrating a hadith via 
only three people: Ja‘for b. Hamld aJ-Ansari his grandfather ‘Umar 
b. Aban 4- the Companion Anas b. Malik, who showed him how to 
periorm ablutions like the Prophet! 

Of course, Jater Muslim critics cast aside this isndd as inauthentic 
since Ja‘fkr b. HamTd was unknown to anyone but al-Tabaranl. 59 But 
in a scholariy cuJture where projtimity to the Prophet granted pre- 
oedence regardless of authenticity, al-Tabaranl was the most sought 
after hadith transmitter of his time. The last of his students to die was 
one Ibn RJdha (cL 440/1049), and the most long-lived person to hear 
al-TabaranTs collections ffom him was a woman named Fatima al- 
Juzdaniyya (d. 514/1120). If you were lucky enough to receive ijaza 
from F3tima as a child for al-Tabaran!’s hadiths, you could be living 
m the late 11 OOs, some 550 yeais after the Prophet had died, with only 
six degrees of separation between you and him! 

Two other famous hadith coUections that embody the desire for 
connection to the Prophet, whatever the authenticity, in this period 
are the Musnad al-Shihab (The Meteor Musnad) of the Egyptian al- 
Qudal (d. 454/1062) and the Musnad al-Firdaws of al-Daylam! (d. 
558/1163). These books represent some of the last large hadith collec- 
tions to feature fuU-length isnads , but their contents are on the whole 
so unreliable that later scholars devoted whole books to the forged 
hadiths they contained and assumed any hadith cited ffom the books 
tobeweak. 60 

Today, the shortest realistic isndds include twenty intermediar- 
ies to the Prophet As al-Tabaran!*s impossibly short isndd suggests, 
bowever, a chain of transmission can be as short as one is willing 
to believe. A great cultivator of isndds in the early modem period, 
Murtadi al-Zabtd! (d. 1791), claimed to have heard a hadith via an 
isndd of two jirm (supematural beings living alongside humans, 
the origin of our word ‘genie’) from the Prophet. 61 A modem hadith 
scholar from Morocco, ‘Abdallah al-GhumSri (d. 1993), noted that 
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while teaching in Fez he had met a man who claimed to have heard 
hadiths from his grandfather, who had heard hadiths from al-ZabIdT. 62 
If we combine this with the jinns isndd , this would mean that in the 
1990s al-Ghumari had a hadith firom the Prophet narrated by only five 
intermediaries! Of course, neither al-ZabTdT nor al-Ghumari believed 
that such transmissions were reliable enough lo be the basis for law 
or dogma. They believed that jinn existed, however, so these isnads 
were worth collecting for the blessing ( baraka) of having a close, 
albeit tenuous, connection to the Prophet. 

Women and hadith transmission 

The transmission of hadith collections and even the compilation of 
new ones with very elevated isnads in the post-canonical era was an 
area in which women could excel. Because they often lived longer 
than men, women could become the most sought after transmitters 
of books. Major hadith scholars like al-Khatlb al-Baghdadl trav- 
eled to Mecca to read SahTh al-Bukhdri in the presence of ICariraa 
al-Marwaziyya (d. 463/1071), who had an especially elevated isndd 
to the book, and Fatima al-Juzdaniyya was the main transmitter of al- 
TabaranT’s works. Until herdeath in 2008, Muslim students riocked to 
a small village in Yemen’s Hadramawt Valley to receive a hadith ijaza 
from the 105-year-old woman Sariyya al-‘Amdiyya. 

Independent collections of hadiths by women were very rare; in 
the early period of hadith they were non-existenL But we know of at 
least two selections of hadiths from the post-canonical period com- 
piled by women. A twelrih-century woman named Shuhda al-Katiba 
(d. 574/1178-9) put together a list of 115 hadiths that she picked from 
books she had been authorized to transmit, often with shorter isnads 
than the hadiths in the actual books themselves. 63 The Musnad of 
Amat Allah Miryam al-Hanbaliyya of Nablus (d. 758/1357) has also 
survived until today. 


MU l JAMS. THABATS . AND THE CVs OF HADITH SCHOLARS 

With the transformation of hadith transmission and colleaion into a 
means of connection to the Prophet and status in the scholarly com- 
munity, hadith collections emerged that were stmctured to display 
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the brcadth of a haditb scholar's leaming. Mujams were books of 
hadiths in which the author chose a certain theme and then provided 
as many hadiths as possible to demonstrate the breadlh of his hadith 
corpus within thal theme. In a sense. the mujam hmctioned as cur- 
riculum vitae of the hadith scholar. displaying the range of teachers 
with whom he had studied the rarity of his hadiths, and the elevation 
of his isnads. Mujams had emerged in the eighth century, with Abu 
al-Qasim al-BaghawTs (d. 317/929-30) Mu l jam al-sahaba, where 
the author provided one hadith from him all the way back to each 
Companion. The mujam came into its own as a genre, however, in the 
tenth to the twelfth centuries. 

A common cheme for a mujam was a mu jam al-shuyUkh {mu jam 
of teachers), or a collection where the author provided one hadith with 
a full isnad through each of his teachers. An early example of this is 
the Mujam al-shuyukh of Abu Bakr al-IsmaTlT (d. 371/981-2) and 
the Mujam al-saghir (small mujam) of al-Tabaranl. A mujam al- 
shuyukh couW be massive and contain far more than merely hadiths: 
the mujam composed by Abu Sa‘d al-Sam‘anT (d. 562/1166) is pub- 
lished tn four vohimes and contains hadiths, information about his 
teachers r lives, and the books they studied and wrote, as well as about 
his own studies. 

Other mujams were designed to display the breadth of a schol- 
ar's travels in tbe search of hadiths. One scholar of the 11 OOs who 
was particularly well known for his elevated isnads and wide travel 
(bom in Iran, he eventually settled in Alexandria), Abu Tahir al-SiIafT 
(d. 576/1180) wrote three mujams , one for his teachers in his native 
lsfahan, one for those in Baghdad, and one for the teachers he had 
heard from on his travels (the Mujam al-safar ). 

Wrth the end of the general practice of writing hadith collections 
wiih fuD isndds in the late twelfth and early thirteenth centuries, the 
hadith scholar’s CV shifted away from using the isnads of hadiths to 
demonstrate wide leaming to using the isndds of books. In the mid 
1 lOOs we thus see the emergence of thabats , or collections in which 
a scholar listed aU his isnads to the books he had received permission 
to transmit from his teachers, in the place of mujams . Early thabats 
include that of the tamous Andalusian hadith scholars al-QadT Tyad b. 
Musa (d. 544/1149) and Ibn Khayr al-IshbTU (d. 575/1179). Thabats 
woutd remain until modem times the premier medium through 
which scholars could demonstrate their connection to the great schol- 
ars of yesteryear, and through those books to the Prophet himself. 
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In the twentieth century the Moroccan hadith scholar Muhammad 
‘Abd al>Hayy al-Kattan! (d. 1963) compiled the Fahris al-faharis , 
a thabat collection with isndds to over one thousand earlier thabat 
collections! 


CHANNELING THE CONNECTION TO THE PROPHET: 
MUSTAKHRAJS , COMMENTARIES, LOCAL HISTORIES, 

AND FORTY HADITH BOOKS 

The capacity of hadith to hinction as a connection to the Prophet 
has allowed Muslim scholars to channel and mold this charismatic 
medium to serve a variety of scholarly and non-scholarly purposes. 
Hadiths have provided the material through which other discourses 
are constructed. From the 900s to the present day, scholars have there- 
fore used hadiths as a medium for discussing any number of legal, 
doctrinal, or spiritual issues. 


Mustakhrajs 

The genre of mustakhraj books Aourished ffom the late 800s until the 
early IOOOs, during the period in which the focus on elevated isndds 
became pronounced. A mustakhraj involved a hadith scholar taking 
an existing hadith collection and using it as a template for his own 
hadith book; so for every hadith found in the template collection, 
the author of the mustakhraj would provide his own narration of that 
hadith. 

This seems counterintuitive - why would a scholar who had 
collected a large body of hadiths not write his own collection in order 
to express his own legal or doctrinal worldview? The reason for com- 
posing a mustakhraj becomes obvious when we consider the nature 
and objectives of the genre. First, mustakhrajs appeared during the 
period when the hadith canon was forming. As a result, collections 
such as the SahThayn and the Sunan of Abu Dawud were greatly 
sought after, and scholars would travel far and wide to hear the books 
ffom their authorized transminers. If a scholar was unable to hear the 
books from a transmitter with an elevated isnad to its author, how- 
ever, he would have to suffice with an unattractively long isnad to 
the book. 
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Mustakkny s provtded a soiution. By reconstiiuting the tem- 
piate coilecticm with his own, often elevated isndds, a scholar could 
eflfectiveiy possess the book without compromismg the quality of his 
atiuki iD iL Abu Nu'aym al-LsbahSnl states that he composed his mus- 
takhmj of Muslun s Sahlh for the benefit of those who had ‘missed’ 
bearmg that book from authorized transmitters. A twelfth-century 
schoiar who had heard al-lsbahanTs mustakhraj bragged to triends 
that some of the isrtdds for hadiths in the book were so short that he 
was just as close to the Prophet as Musiim had been. 

Second, authors of mustakhrajs used the template coilection to 
dnsplay the authenticity and elevation of their own isndds . We thus 
6asd that the books used as template collections for mustakhrajs were 
ail pioducts of the sahth movement; dozens oimustakhrajs were pro- 
duced based on the SahThayn of al-Bukhari and Muslim, with three 
on the Summ of Abu Dawud, one on ai-TirmidhTs Jdmi * and one on 
the SahJh of Ibn Khu 2 ayma. The majority of mustakhrajs based on 
the SaMhayrt thus attempted to repiicate the criteria used for authen- 
tidty by al-Bukhari and Musiim. Finally, by selecting narrations of 
hadiths that v£oed siightly from the template coHecdons or adjusting 
the chapter tkles, the aulhors of mustakhrajs could introduce their 
own legai or doctrinai ideas into the text In this sense, mustakhrajs 
were the firet ge ne ra tion of commentaries on hadith coUections. In 
the mustakiwaj genre, the template coliection served as a forum for 
te anshor to display the quaiity and elevation of his isndds as well as 
tDeapress his own doctrinai and tegal vision. 


Commartaries 

A commentary on a hadith collection, or sharh , served two general 
hmcdons. Firat scholars composed such a work to assist students 
tn the basic task of reading and understanding the diSicult phrases, 
names, andobscure meamngs embedded in the isndds and matns of a 
hadith work. Secood, commentanes provided scholars with an oppor- 
tuniry to elaborate in detaii on any legal, dogmatic, ritual, or historical 
issue that they found relevant to the hadiths in the book they were dis- 
cuaing, The book commented on thus acted as a medium for a much 
more apanded discussion in which the aulhor couid express his own 
vmon of the Isiamic woridview. 

The majonty of hadith commentanes were devoted to books in the 
hadith canon. The eariiest known commentary was devoted to M41ik’fl 
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Muwatta by the Malikl Abu Tahir al-UmawT (d. 250/864). Two 
other very early examples are the Shafu scholar Hamd al-KiiattabT’s 
(d. 388/998) commentaries on the Sunan of Abu Dawud and on SahJh 
al-BukharJ. The firsi known commentary on Muslims Sahih was 
written by the North Atirican scholar Muhammad b. l AlTal-Mazari (d. 
536/1141), withonedevotedtotheJa/n/a/-7Trm/<i/i/”byanotherNorth 
Afncan, Abu Bakr b. al-‘ArabT (d. 543/1148). The first known com- 
mentary on Sunan /bn Majah came from the Cairene HanafT scholar 
Mughaltay (d. 762/1361). Sunan aJ-Nasa 7 would have to wait until 
al-SuyutT (d. 911 /1505) devoted a commentary to it. 

The most famous hadith commentaries overall are undoubtedly 
Ibn Hajar al- l AsqalanT's (d. 852/1449) Fath al-bari , a huge com- 
mentary on Sahih al-BukharJ , and al-NawawT's comraentary on 
SahJh Muslim. Both are so encyclopedic in their discussion of the 
hadith-science issues and broader questions raised in the SahJhayn 
that Muslim scholars regularly cite them instead of specialized books 
of law or theology. 

Because commentaries provided such an excellent forum for 
legal discussion, the hadith collections tied to specific schools of law 
also attracted them. Early comraentaries on Malik’s Muwatta ' came 
firom the Malikl scholars Ibn ‘Abd al-Barr (d. 463/1060) of Lisbon 
and Abu al-Walld al-Bajl (d. 474/1081), both of whom wrote sev- 
eral commentaries of various sizes on the work. Ibn ‘Abd al-BarTs 
Kitab al-tamhJd and the later work of al-Zurqam (d. 1122/1710) are 
the two best known coramentaries on the Muwatta'. There have been 
occasional commentaries on the Musnad of AbO Hanlfa, such as that 
of the Meccan Mulla ‘AlT Qari (d. 1014/1606). AJ-Suyutl wrote a 
small commentary on the Musnad of aJ-ShariT, and even the massive 
Musnad of Ibn Hanbal has attracted occasional commentaries, such 
as that of the Medinan scholar Muhammad b. ‘Abd al-HadT (d. 1726) 
or the Yemeni Abu al-Hasan al-Sindl (d. 1728). 

Commentaries attained an important station in the late 1300s, 
when writing one on al-BukharT’s or Muslim’s SahJh became 
the principal means for scholars throughout the Sunni Muslim 
world to interact with the hadith tradition. At the peak of intellectual 
activity in Mamluk Cairo in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, 
almost every hadith scholar of note wrote a comraentary on SahJh 
al-BukharJ\ and in India from the 1600s onward writing a commen- 
tary on one of the SahJhayn was de rigueur for accomplished Musliro 
scholars. 63 
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Hadith comraentaries have continued to be written until mod- 
em dmes. The most famous commentary on aI-TirmidhI's Jami\ 
tbe Tuhfat al~ahM>adhI (The Gem of ihe Competant) of the Indiao 
Muhammad‘Abdal-Rahmanal-Mubarakfuri(d. 1935), isaregularly 
cited encyclopedic source for Sunni Muslim scholars worldwide. The 
twent\-oine-volume Awjaz al-masalik ila Muwaita' Mdlik (ironi- 
cally atled The Shortest of Paths to Malik’s Muwatta ~), written by 
the Indian Muhammad Zakariyya Kandahlawl (d. 1982) is the largest 
commentary devoted to the one volume Muwatta ’ of Malik. 

Somedmes scholars devoted commentaries to selections ofhadiths 
the\‘ made themseWes and not to any exisring books. The leading 
Hanari hadith scholar of his time, the Egyprian Abu Ja‘far al-TahawT 
(d. 321/933). wrote one commentary on hadiths of legal consequence 
to the HanafT schooh the Sharh ma 'dni al-athar , and one on hadiths he 
found legally or doctrinally problematic, the Sharh mushkil al-athdr. 
The Sufi Abu Bakr al-Kalabadhl (d. 384/994) wrote a commentary on 
a selection of hadiths he found morally and spiritually important, the 
Bahr al-fawd ’id (Ocean of Benerits). 

Local histaries 

From the lale ninth century, scholars also began using hadiths as a 
medium for a less scholastic topic: narraring the history of their narive 
city, its virtues, and the accomplishments of its inhabitants. These 
local histories formed part of the larger genre of biographical dic- 
rionaries that featured so prominently in Islamic civilization. In such 
works history is told through collective biography. 

Local histories generally set forth the history of a city, the people 
associated with it and its role in the Islamic world. The introductory 
chapters on the virtues of the city usually included outrageously patri- 
oric forged hadiths. In the eleventh century, al-Hakim al-Naysaburi 
and Abfl Nu‘aym al-IsbaMnl wrote local histories on their respec- 
rive ciries of Nishapur and lsfahan, both in Iran and both featuring 
this hadith: k The people wtth the greatest destiny in Islam arc the 
people of Persia ( a'zam al-nds nasTban /Tal-islam ahlfaris). Local 
histories then generally list the famous inhabitants or visitors to the 
city in either chronological or alphabetical order, providing biog- 
raphies for each entry. 

Many local histories fit squarely within the genre of hadith lit- 
erature because they focused on the lives and accomplishments 
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of hadith scholars, describing the teachers from whom they heard 
hadiths and the students to whom they transmitted, and rating their 
reliability. Local histories also included vast arrays of hadiths. The 
earliest known local history is the history of Wasit in southem Iraq 
(Tarikh Wcisit) written by Aslam b. Sahl Bahshal (d. 292/905). The 
work includes many hadiths, including the only known narration of 
the hadith through Ibn Abbas in which the Prophet condemns speak- 
ing during the Friday prayer serraon. 67 

The most famous local histories rank among the largest books 
written in Islamic civilization. The History of Baghdad (literally, 
The History’ of the City of Peace , Tarlkh madinat al-saiam) of al- 
KhatTb al-Baghdadl (d. 463/1071) is fourteen printed volumes, while 
the mammoth History of Damascus (Tarikh madinat Dimashq) of 
Ibn ‘Asakir (d. 57 l/l 176) fills eighty! Since the authors of these two 
books include at least one hadith foreach entry, with a full isndd from 
the author through the subject in question back to the Prophet, the 
History of Baghdad and the History of Damascus are actually two of 
the largest and most important hadith collections. As with musnads 
and mujams , their authors were unconcemed with the authenticity of 
hadiths in the books, and the works are thus indispensable sources for 
some of the rarest and most bizarre hadiths in circulation. 


Forty hadith collections 

One the most common and enduring forms of using hadiths as a 
medium for scholarly or pious expression has been books o (Arba'un 
hadith , or ‘Forty Hadith’ books. Supposedly the first Forty Hadith 
book was composed by the early scholar Ibn al-Mubarak (d. 181/797) 
on the basis of a hadith that, although attributed to the Prophet 
through many narrations and permutations, Muslims have agreed is 
unreliable: ‘Whoever memorizes for my community forty hadiths 
from my Suona, I wiil be his intercessor on the Day of Judgmeot 
(man hafiza l ala ummati arba 'in hadithan min al-sunna kuntu lahu 
shafi'anyawm al-qiyama).' Despite its unreliability, this hadith has 
served consistently as a catalyst in Islamic scholarly culture, and even 
Muslim scholars not known for any special interest in hadith have 
composed Forty Hadith collections on its basis. Among the non-hadith 
specialists who did so are the famous ShahT legal theorist al-Juwaynl 
(d. 478/1085) and the seminal Sufi theosopher Ibn Arabi (d. 638/ 
1240). Some of the earliest known Forty books are those of Ahmad b. 
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Harb al-Naysaburi (d. 234/848) and Ibrahlm b. ‘AU al-DhuhlT 
(d. 2W905). 6 * 

Like mujams , forty hadith collections could be tailored to dis- 
play tbe elevation or rarity of a scholar*s hadiths or be devoted to 
speciric topics. Ibn ‘Asakir and al-SilalT had forty hadith collec- 
tioos with one hadith for each of the forty lands they had visited. 
Abu Nu‘aym al-Isbahanl composed one with forty hadiths import- 
ant to Sufis and one with forty hadiths about the Messiah ( KiahdT). 
M uhammad b. Abd al-Rahman al-Tujlnl of Morocco (d. 610/1213) 
wrote several forty hadith collections. including one on the topic of 
praying for the Prophet. 

The most exorbitant displays of the breadth of a scholar s hadith 
corpus are certainly the forty hadith collections of Ibn al-‘ Abbar (d. 
658/1259)andMuhammadb. ‘Abdal-Wahidal-GhafiqT(d. 619/1222), 
which were entitled *Forty hadiths from forty difFerent teachers from 
tbrty dirierent books by forty different scholars via forty different 
isnads to farty different Successors, from forty different Companions 
with forty different names from forty different tribes on forty di fferent 
issues.’ 49 Convmced that all possible forty-hadith-book themes had 
been exhausted, al-Hasan b. Muhammad al-Naysaburi (d. 656/1258) 
replicated this same topic but also drew his forty hadiths from forty 
different forty-hadith collections! 70 

One forty hadith book in particular, al-NawawT’s ‘Forty Hadiths 
about the Principles of the Religion ( Arbaun hadith fi usul al- 
diny is one of the most widely read books after the Quran among 
Sunni Muslims. It has served as an important tool for scholars to 
mstnici the masses and has been the subject of numerous commen- 
taries. such as the frequently studied Jdmi al- l ulum wa al-hikam 
(Compendium of the Sciences and Wisdoms) of Ibn Rajab (d. 
795/1392) and Ibn Hajar al-HaytamTs (d. 974/1566) Fath al-mubin 
bi-sharh al-arba*in. 


CONSOLIDATION AND ANALYSIS IN THE 
LATE SUNNI TRADITION 

In the wake of the emeigence of the hadith canon at the dawn of the 
eleventh cenmry, a process of consolidation and analysis began in 
parallel with the continued transmission of hadith as a medium of 
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connection to the Prophet. This consolidation and analysis entered a 
period of exceptional activity with the solidification of what we can 
refer to as the Late Sunni Tradition, or the version of Sunni orthodoxy 
that emerged in the 1300s and has characterized Islamic civilization 
in the Middle East and South Asia until the modem period. It consists 
of an institutional combination of the four Sunni schools of law, the 
Ash‘ari or MaturidT schools of speculative theology, and Sufi brother- 
hoods. A Muslim scholar in the Late Sunni Tradition would loyally 
follow one of the established schools of law, one of the established 
schools of speculative theology, and participate in one or more Sufi 
brotherhoods. 


Digest collections 

The emergence of the hadith canon resulted naturally in the composi- 
tion of digest collections that combined and consolidated the canon’s 
contents into a more manageable form. The first digests addressed the 
core of the hadith canon: the two SahThs of al-Bukhari and Muslim. 
An Andalusian who moved to Baghdad, Muhammad b. Futuh al- 
HumaydT (d. 488/1095) combined the Sahlhayn into one book, not- 
ing any material that one of the two books featured apart from the 
other. Zayn al-DTn aI-ZabTdT (d. 893/1488) later wrote a small one- 
volume digest of all the hadiths of SahTh al-Bukhari ', called Tajrid 
al-Sahih (Stripping Down the Sahih ), that removed isnads and any 
repetitions. 

Ibn RazTn al-SaraqustT (d. 524/1129) of Saragossa produced a 
more thorough digest of what he perceived as the hadith canon: the 
Sahihayn and the books of Abu Dawud, al-Nasa’T, al-TirmidhT and 
Malik. The Syrian rbn al-AthTr (d. 606/1210) replicated this work 
in his large and very popular Jami 1 al-usul min ahadlth al-rasul, a 
copy of which the great Mongol grand vizier RashTd al-DTn 
(d. 718/1318) ordered to be placed in the mosque he endowed as a 
counterpart to the Quran. The faraous scholar of Baghdad, Ibn al- 
JawzT (d. 597/1201), compiled a digest collection reflecting his loy- 
alty to the Hanbali school; h\sJami i al-masanIdcomb\nt& the hadiths 
of the Sahlhayn , the Sunan of al-TirraidhT, and the Musnad of Ibn 
Hanbal. 71 

Ibn AthTr's JamV al-usul was a huge, multivolume work. Other 
digests were meant to be portable, easily thumbed-through personal 
handbooks. AI-Husayn al-BaghawT (d. 516/1122), known as ‘the 
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Reviver ol' the Sunna/ wrote his one-volume Masabih ai-sunna 
(Lamps of the Sunna) for this purpose. He digested the canon into 
4 t 434 hadiihs, half of them from the SahihaynP- Organized topically, 
each chapter is divided inlo sahih and the hasan (see next chapter 
for discussion of these terms) hadiths. The work is so small because 
the author omitted the isnads, relymg on the reputation of the books 
he <hnew on to vouch for the reliability of the hadiths. 73 Muhammad 
al-Khatlb al-Tabria (d. c. 737/1337) added 1,511 hadiths to al- 
BaghawTs work in his expanded digest, the \fishkat al-masabih 
(Niche of the Lamps). The Mishkat became a standard hadith text- 
book for Muslim religious students, especially in India, and was the 
subject of several commentaries, including the famous Mirqdt al- 
mafanh sharh Mishkdt al-masabih of Mulia AlT Qari. 

Sapplemental coUecdons 

The Six Books contained approximately 19,600 traditions altogether, 
but vast numbers remained in other works. While digest works sought 
toconsohdaie the material within the canon, supplemental collections 
(kutub al-zawd id) brought materiai outside the canon within easy 
reach of scholars. In his Majma 4 al-zawa ’ id the Cairene scholar Nur 
al-Dtn al-Haythaml (d. 807/1405) listed all hadiths from the Musnads 
of Ibo Hanbal, Abu Ya‘la al-MawsiR, and al-Bazzar as well as the 
Mujams of al-Tabaranl that are not found in the Six Books, organized 
topically and without isndds. AJ-Haythaml also evaluated the trans- 
mitters in the isndd of each supplemental hadith (but, note, not neces- 
sarily the authenticity of the hadith itself!). 74 In his Ithdf al- khayyira 
al-mahara bi-zawd’id al-masdnid al-'ashara, Ahmad al-BusIri (d. 
840/1436) perionned the same service for the hadiths in the Muwatta ’, 
tbe Musnad of al-Sharil, Sunan al-Ddrimi, Sunan al-Daraqutni , Sahih 
Ibn Khiaayma, Sahih Ibn Hibban , the Muntaqa of Ibn al-Jarud, Abu 
‘Aw2na’s Mustakhraj of Sahih Muslim , the Mustadrak of al-Hakim, 
and the Sharh ma l anlal-dthdr of al-TahawI. In his Matdlib al- l aliya 
bi-zawd idal-masdnidai-thamdntya , the great Ibn Hajar al-‘AsqalanI 
(d. 852/1449) added the hadiths from a wide selection of less well- 
known early musnads : those of al-Tayalisi, al-Humaydl, Ibn Abl 
‘Umar, al-Musaddad, Ahmad b. ManT, Ibn Ab! Shayba, ‘Abd b. 
Humayd, al-Hirith b. Abl Usama, Ishĕq b. Rahawayh, and al-Ruyanl. 5 
With these supplemental collections at their disposal, Muslim 
schoiars could easily reference hadiths outside the canonical 
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collections as well as the rulings of major late hadith masters on 
their isndds. The modem Yemeni scholar Muqbil b. Hadl al-Wadil 
(d. 2001) performed a similarservice for sahlh hadiths; in his al-Jdmi 1 
al-sahlh mimmcl laysa fi al-Sahlhayn he collected all the hadilhs he 
deemed authentic but that are not found in al-Bukhaffs and Muslim’s 
collections. 


M ega-collections 

Rather than collecling extra-canonical hadiths in manageable form, 
several late Sunni scholars attempted the more ambitious task of 
encompassing the whole hadith corpus in one book. The encyclo- 
pedic Shafi‘I scholar of Egypt, Jalal al-DTn al-Suyutl (d. 911/1505), 
sought to accomplish this alTer he had a dream in which the Prophet 
appeared to him and ordered him to ‘Bring forth the Sunna! Bring 
forth the hadiths! ’ 76 AI-SuyutT attempted this in his Jam 1 al-jawami' 
(Consolidation of Compendia), also known as his Jami ‘ al-kabir y 
which has been published today in thirty large sections. ln this 
work he synthesized the contents of all the hadith collections 
available to him alphabetically according to the beginning of the 
hadith ( taraf) along with its isnad. Al-SuyutT then took all the hadiths 
(10,031 in total) documenting Prophetic sayings (as opposed to 
actions), rated their authenticity (or most of them), and combined 
them in a one-volume work called al-Jdmi 1 al-saghlr. This work has 
become one of the most relied upon references for Muslim scholars 
not sp>ecializmg in hadiths. Realizing he had omitted some mater- 
ial, al-SuyutT penned an addendum entitled al-Ziyada l ala al-Jami' 
al-saghlr. 

The Indian scholar ‘AlT b. ‘Abd al-Malik MuttaqT of India (d. 
975/1567) took the Jami ‘ al-kablr , added hadiths that al-SuyutT had 
missed and rearranged it topically in his massive Kanz al- ummdl fi 
siman al-aqwal wa al-af al (The Laborers‘Treasure from the Spoken 
and Acted Sunna). The Egyptian ‘Abd al-Ra’uf al-MunawT (d. 1621) 
estimated that al-SuyutT had only succeeded in exhausting a third 
of the extant hadiths and objected to the widespread belief that if a 
hadith was not in the Jami'al-kablr it did not exist. In his al-JamTal- 
azhar min hadlth al-nablal-anwar , al-MunawT therefore reproduced 
the JdmT al-kablr and added material that had eluded al-Suyutl 77 
Other late scholars also complained about al-SuyutT’s omissions; the 
Moroccan Abu ‘Ala’ al-FasT (d. 1770-1) wrote in the margins of his 
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copy of tbe Jami' al-kablr over five thousand hadiths that al-Suyut! 
hadmissed. 


/m&cs/Atrftf coBections 

One of the most practical genrcs of books produced in the consolida- 
aon movement was that of atraf. The tarqf (pl. atraj) of a hadith was 
the firsi section of the matn or its most prominent section. If a scholar 
knew the text of the hadith and had no other information about it, 
an index of hadiths airanged according to u/ra/ would be the easiesl 
way to find it. An atrdf work listed the matn of the hadith and then 
provided all its various chains of transmission and the books in which 
they appear. 

As with other genres, atraf collections took the Sahihayn as the 
fiist subjed Abu Mas ud al-Dunashq! (d. 401/1010-11) and Khalaf 
al-Wasit! (d. 400/1010) of Baghdad each wrote an atraf work for the 
hadiths induded in al-Bukhan's and Muslim's collections, although 
their books were clearly not meant for people to use as accessible 
indices, since the works are organized along musnad lines and not 
alphabetically. The Malikl scholar of Andalusia, ‘Uthman b. Sa‘Td 
al-Danl (d. 444/1053) also wrote an early atraf of the hadiths in the 
Muwatta \ 1 * 

Ibn ‘Asakir composed a more useful and ultimately widely 
copied atraf work of the Five Book canon. Abu al-Fadl al-Maqdis! 
(d. 507/1113) wrote an atrdf book of the Six Books, but it was not 
widely used. Jamal al-Drn al-MizzI (d. 742/1341) wrote a much 
more comprehensive atraf of the Six Books (and several smaller, 
minor works) entitled Tuhfat ai-ashraf bi-ma'rifat al-atraf (The 
Gem of the Noble for Knowing the Atraj) y which quickly became 
a mamstay for scholars. It contains 19,626 hadiths. Al-MizzTs 
son-in-law, the famous Ibn Kathlr (d. 774/1373) (no doubt attempting 
to tmpress his m-laws), compiled his JamV al-masdnid wa ai-sunan 
ai-hddi li-aqwam al-sunan , which added the atrqf of hadiths from 
the musnads of Ibn Hanbal, al-MawsiH, al-Bazzar, the Mujam 
al-kabir of al-Tabaranl, and the Ma l rifat al-sahaba of Abu Nu‘aym 
al-Isbahinl. Ibn Hajar al-‘AsqalanI's Ithqf al-mahara bi-atrdf al- 
ashara listed all thc atrdf of the hadiths that al-BusIri had included 
in his lthdf ai-khayyira (see above section on Suppleroental 
Collections). 
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Ahkiliii al-hadTth works 

This genre included many fewer and less voluminous works than 
those composed in other genres discussed here but has exercised a 
significant influence on Islamic scholarship. Ahkam al-hadith , or ‘the 
laws derived from hadith,' collections were books that listed hadiths 
regularly used in deriving Islamic law along with their ratings and the 
collections in which they are found. Ahkdm al-hadith works also often 
included discussions of the hadiths’ legal implications. This genre 
seems to have arisen in imitation of ahkam al-Qur 'an works, which 
addressed the legal implications of Quranic verses. The ftrst ahkdm 
al-hadith books are the Ahkam al-sughra (Small Ahkam ), al-Ahkdm 
al-wusta (Medium Ahkam) and al-Ahkam al-kubra (Large Ahkdm) of 
the Andalusian jurist and hadith scholar Tbn al-Kharrat al-lshbTTT (d. 
581/1185). The famously conservative Hanbali scholarof Jerusalem, 
‘Abd al-Ghanl al-MaqdisT (d. 600/1203), wrote the very influenlial 
Vmdat al-ahkam (The Foundation of Rulings), which was expanded 
and commented on by the Egyptian rbn DaqTq al-‘Id (d. 702/1302) in 
his Ihkam al-ahkam (Bolstering the Rulings), which consisted of five 
hundred legal hadiths taken from the Sahihayn. The leading Hanbali 
scholar Majd al-DTn b. Taymiyya (d. 653/1255, the grandfather of 
the controversia! reformer TaqT al-DTn b. Taymiyya) wrote the three- 
volume Muntaqd al-akhbar (Choice Reports), but the most influ- 
ential ahkam al-hadith books has been the Bulugh al-mardm min 
adillat al-ahkam (Reaching the Aspiration for the Proofs of Legal 
Rulings) of Ibn Hajar al-‘AsqalanT. 

Ahkdm al-hadith books were written as references and teaching 
tools for Muslim scholars of religious law, but they became highly 
influential with the rise of the SalafT movements of revival and 
reform in the eighteenth century until today (see Chapter 9). These 
movements encourage a retum to the original sources of Islam and 
highlight the importance of hadiths in Islamic law and dogma. As 
a result, in many cities of the Muslim world cheap pocket-copies 
of Bulugh al-maram can be found in book stores as popular refer- 
ences for Muslims’ daily lives. Two influential Yeraeni scholars of 
the early modem period, Muhammad b. al-AmTr al-San'anT 
(d. 1768) and Muhammad b. ‘AIT al-ShawkanT (d. 1834) devoted 
their commentaries, Subul al-salam sharh Bulugh al-maram and 
Nayl al-awtar sharh Muntaqd al-akhbar , to the Bulugh al-maram 
and al-Muntaqa respectively. These commentaries have become 
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frequ£otiy used references and textbooks tor the study of Islamic 
law today. 


QUOTtNC GOD: HADlTH Ql’DSl 

Hadiths in which the Prophet quotes God's speech constitute a 
species of hadiths known as 'holy hadiths {hadOh qudsf).' Famous 
ones inchide God saying ‘Spend [in charity], O son of Adam, and 
I will spend on you ... {anfiq yd ibn Adam unfiq \alayk. Qudsl 

hadiths are distinguished from the Quran in that they are not consid- 
ered to be the literal word of God Only their meaning issues from 
God, while their wording coraes from Muhammad. Muslims believe 
that they were not revealed via the intermediacy of the angel Gabriel, 
as the Quran was. Instead, the Prophet may have heard them during 
his Ascension to heaven ( Mi'rdj), in a dream or through inspiration 
{ilkdm). 

Severai scholars authored collections oihadith qudsT : Ibn 'ArabT’s 
(d 638/1240) expanded Forty Hadith collection, the Mishkdt al- 
anwar , consisted of 101 hadith qudsl, and the Yemeni Ibn al-Dayba' 
(d 944/1537) alsodevoted abookto this type of report. 79 ‘Abd al-Ra’uf 
aJ-MunawT (d 1621) wrote a collection entitled al-lthajat al-saniyya 
bi l-ahddith al-qudsiyya with 272 qudsihadiths in it. Muhammad al- 
MadanJ (d 1786) added to that book, compiiing a work with the same 
thie that inctuded some 863 hadiths. 


SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER READING 

There are several translations of major Sunni hadith collections. 
These inclode Malik b. Anas’s Al-Muwatta of Imam Malik ibn 
Anas, trans. Aisha Bewley (London: Kegan Paul Intl., 1989); an 
excellent transiation of the first chapters of Sahih al-Bukhari enti- 
tied Sahih al-Bukhari , trans. Muhammad Asad (Lahore: Arafat 
Publications, 1938); a fuli translation can be found in The Translation 
of the Meanings of Sahth Bukhdrl , trans. Muhammad Muhsin Khan 
(Riyadh: Darussalam, 1997); an abridgement of Muslim’s SahTh enti- 
tled Sahih Muslim , trans. Aftab Shahryar (New DeLhi: Islamic Book 
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Service, 2004); Abu DawGcTs Sunan , trans. Ahmad Hasan (Lahore: 
Sh. Muhammad Ashraf, 1984); and the Sunan of al-Nasal, Suncm 
Nasa 'T< trans. Muhammad Iqbal Siddiqi (Lahore: K.azi Publications, 

1994) ; a selection of hadiths from al-BukhaiTs al-Adab al-mujrad 
entitled Moral Teachings ofIslam: Prophetic TraditionsJrom al-Adab 
al-MuJrad (Walnut CYeek, CA: Altarrura Press, 2003); al-NawawT’s 
famous Forty Hadiths , trans. Ezzeddin Ibrahim and Denys Johnson- 
Davies (Cambridge, UK. Islamic Texts Society, 1997); al-Tabrizfs 
Mishkdt al-masablh in five volumes, trans. James Robson (Lahore: 
Sh. Muhammad Ashraf, 1963). A selection of shama'il have been 
translated into English by Muhammad Zaynu as al-Shama'il al- 
muhammadiyya (Fairfax, VA: Institute of Islamic and Arabic Studies, 

1995) . The Riyadh publisher Dar al-Salam will also soon publish a 
set of the entire Six Book Sunni hadith canon. Dar al-Salam has also 
translated Ibn Hajar’s famous ahkdm al-hadith collection, Bulugh al- 
mardm (Rjyadh, 1996). Al-NawawTs Riyadal-sdlihln is translated 
as The Gardens of the Righteous , trans. Muhammad Zafnilla Khan 
(London: Curzon Press, 1975). 

An Indian hadith scholar, Shah ‘Abd al-‘Aziz (d. 1824), wrote 
a history of hadith literature from a Muslim perspective; it is 
published as The Gardens of Hadith Scholars , trans. Aisha Bewley 
(Santa Barbara, CA: White Thread Press, 2007). Although it is 
part of the sira genre and not hadith proper, the famous biography 
of the Prophet edited by Ibn Hisham has been translated: The Life 
of Mohammad , trans. A. Guillaume (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1978). 

For discussions of the debates over writing hadiths and the import- 
ance of orality in early Islamic history, see Michael Cook’s, ‘The 
Opponents of the Writing of Tradition in Early Islam,’ Arabica 44 
(1997): 437-530; and Gregor Schoeler’s The Oral and the Written 
in Early Islam , trans. Uwe VagelpohI (New York: Routledge, 2006). 
For an excellent discussion about the importance of the isnad in 
Islam as a paradigm of connection, see William Graham’s 
‘Traditionalism in Islam: An Essay in Interpretation,’ Joumal of 
Interdisciplinary History 23, 3 (1993): 495-522. For a study of 
hadith qudsl , see William Graham, Divine Word and Prophetic 
Word in Early Islam (The Hague: Mouton, 1977). For a study of the 
early transmission of hadiths, see Scott Lucas, Constructive Critics: 
IJadlth Literature and the Articulation ofSunm Islam (Leiden: Brill, 
2004). 
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THE METHODS AND HISTORY OF HADITH 

CRITICISM 


INTRODUCTION: REPORTERS THEN AND NOW 

Arabic and English textbooks introducing Islamic methods ofhadith 
cnticism begin with presenting the comp!ex technical vocabulary 
(i mustalahat ) of hadith critics as it was formalized after the thirteenth 
century. These books assume that by leaming this set of terms stu- 
dents will understand how hadith criticism operated in the early 
Islamic period when scholars like al-Bukhari and Muslim were com- 
piling their Sahihs. In reality, however, the critical methods ofearly 
Muslim hadith scholars were diametrically opposed to this later, rigid 
description. Theirs was an intuitive and commonsense way of trying 
to determine whether a report could be reliably attributed to a source 
or not - a method not unlike those employed by modem investigative 
reporters. To set the stage for our study of how Muslims tried to sift 
reliable from unreliable ‘reports’ from the Prophet, let us imagine a 
joumalist working for a newspaper today. 

lf our reporter tells her editor that she has a major story about a 
senior political figure, the editor will ask her two questions: who 
is your source, and is your source corroborated? How could our 
reporter reply? She knows that certain sources are reliable for cer- 
tain information. If the president’s spokesperson announces that the 
president will make a visit to England, there is no need to double- 
check this information. Imagine, however, that the reporter has 
found a source who gives her rare and valuable information about 
an important issue but whose reliability she as yet has no reason to 
trust. Our reporter is not going to stake her jouraalistic reputation on 
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this one np, but how does she determine the accuracy of her source’s 
infi>rmation? 

Imagine thai this source tells her that there has just been an earth- 
quake in Chma. Our reporter would call her contacts in China to con- 
hrm. Lf these contacts tell her that indeed a quake had occurred, the 
source has been proven correct. lf no one she spoke to had noticed 
anything, the source’s story would be uncorroborated and our reporter 
wouid cooclude that the source was unreliable. Suppose that next the 
source tells our reporter valuable information about the condition of 
the country's economy. Again, our reporter proceeds cautiously, so 
she conducts thorough research and fmds that the source’s informa- 
don was corred The source provides tips on a few more stories, and 
afterchecking out the information, our reporter finds that these stories 
are tnie as well. Eventualiy our reporter concludes that this source is 
reliable, and if the source provides a tip on a hot story in the future, the 
reporter will feel comfortable writing her story based on the source’s 
testimony alone. 

Reporters understand that the reliability of a source is based upon 
the accuracy of the information they pjrovide. The best way to con- 
ftrm the accuracy of a source is to check with other sources that have 
access to the same information and see if they agree. Corroboration 
‘is what tums a tip into a story. ’ 1 

These two pillars of modem joumalism, the reliability of a source 
and determining the reliability of a source or story through corrobor- 
alion, are familiar to us all tn our daily lives. We all know people 
wbo pass on information reliably and others who tend to forget, lie, 
or exaggerate. We all instinctrvely seek out corroboration and know 
when il matters and when it does not. lf a student is absent for a day of 
class in unWersity and hears from a classmate that the professor has 
changed the date of the final exam, he or she will not be content to 
take the word ofjust one classmate; the student will ask other students 
who were also in that class. If no other students heard the professor 
make that announcement, he or she will have serious doubts about the 
information. 

Another fact is equaily evidenl to us in our daily lives: the contents 
of reports we hear have a strong influence on our view of their reli- 
ability and our confidence in their transmitters. If our reporter met a 
source who swore that he had seen a herd of flying elephants down- 
town, she would probably both di$believe him and consider him unre- 
liable frora that point on. There are generally accepted standards of 
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what is possible and impossible. Funhermore, we all have a sense of 
what is important information and whal is nol, and we treat this infor- 
mation accordingly. lfour reporter hears a rumor that the president is 
about to announce a major change in the govemment’s econoraic pol- 
icy, she will want to verify this inforraation before writing her story. 
If she hears tliat the president has changed his favorite dessert from 
ice cream to angel-food cake, she will probably be content to cite this 
information as is. We must remember, however, thal such notions of 
what is possible or impossible, important or unimportanl, are cultur- 
ally determined, and as such they may differ with time and place. 

While modem reporters are charged with determining the veracity 
of stories about what is happening in the world today on the basis of 
contemporary sources, the architects of the Islamic hadith tradition 
were faced with a more daunting task: they had to establish a system 
of distinguishing between true and false stories about a man who had 
Iived over a century earlier and whose revered status cast a command- 
ing shadow over the enlire Islamic tradition. 

In this chapter we will discuss the origins, mechanics, and 
development of Sunni hadith criticism. We wiJl divide its history into 
two periods: early hadith criticism, roughly 720-1000 CE, and later 
hadith criticism, from roughly 1000 CE to today. As in the previous 
chapter, notions of ‘authenticity’ and ‘forgery’ mentioned here refer 
to the judgment of Muslim scholars of hadith and not necessarily 
to that of modem Westem historians. 


THE PROBLEM OF HADITH FORGERY 

The Prophet Muhammad is the single most dominant figure in the 
Islamic religious and legal tradition. From the time of his emigration 
to Medina to debates over Islam today, to disobey directly his estab- 
lished teachings has been to place oneself outside the Muslim com- 
munity. Because the Prophet possessed such eminent authority, early 
Muslims looked to his legacy to support or legitimize their different 
schools of thought, beliefs, or political agendas. It seems that even 
during the Prophet’s own lifetime he understood that people could 
misrepresent him. In one report, a man claiming to be the Prophets 
representative established himself as the mayor of a small town in 
Arabia until the Prophet uncovered his hoax and punished him. 2 
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Thc firsi crisis to afflict the Muslim community after the Prophet's 
deaih - the question of who would succeed him as religious and polit- 
leal leader - revolved around competing claims about the Prophet’s 
words. The supporters of‘AIT b. Abl T&lib argued that the Prophet 
had announced him as his successor, while those who affirmed the 
successive caliphates of Abu Bakr, ‘Umar, and ‘Uthman did not. In 
this and many other Islamic sectarian and political disagreements, 
all sides agreed on what the Prophet had said but disagreed on its 
implications. Both Sunnis and Shiites, for example, agreed that the 
Propbet had said that ‘Aft was to him what Aaron was to Moses, bul 
they disagreed on whether that meant that ‘AlT should succeed the 
Prophet politically. 

Actually forging reports about the Prophet also quickly becarae 
a problem. When civil war broke out openly between ‘AIT, then the 
fourth caliph to succeed the Prophet, and the then govemor of Syria 
and hiture founder of the Umayyad dynasty, Mu‘awiya b. AbT Sufyan, 
both sides waged a propaganda war using the Prophet’s words as 
ammunition. ‘AJT's supporters falsely claimed that Muhammad had 
said, ‘If yoo see Mn‘ftwiya ascend my pulpit, then kili hlm,’ while 
Mu‘awiya’s side countered by forging hadiths such as 4 Vt is as if 
Mo‘9wiya were sent as a prophet becanse of his forbearance and 
his having been entrusted with God’s word’ (Mu‘awiya had served 
as one of the Prophet’s scribes). 3 There are even reports from the early 
historian al-Mada’inI (d. 225/840) that Mu‘awiya encouraged the 
systematic forging and circulation of hadiths affirming the virtues of 
the other caliphs and Companions at ‘ AlT’s expense. 4 

In light of how quickly the Prophet’s legacy became a tool to be 
manipulated by vying parties among Muslims, we should not be sur- 
prised at the veritable slogan of Muslira hadith criticism. It is the most 
widely transmitted hadith in all of lslam, with Muslim scholars count- 
ing between sixty and a hundred Companions transmitting it from the 
Propbet: 4 Whoever Ues abont me intentionaUy, let him prepare for 
himself a seat in Heiliire.’ 

During the lifetime of leading Companions like ‘Umar b. al- 
Khattab, ‘Abdallah b. Mas‘ud, or Anas b. Malik, many of whom 
had been with the Prophet since his early days in Mecca, it was dif- 
ficuh to attribute something untrue to the Prophet without a senior 
Companion noticing. In fact, there are many reports documenting the 
Companions’ vigilance against misrepresentations of the Prophet’s 
legacy. ‘ AlT is quoted as requiring an oath ffom any Companion who 
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told him a hadith from the Prophet that he himself had not heard. 5 
When the Companion Abu Musa al-Ash‘ari told ‘Umar that the 
Prophet had said that if you knocked on someone’s door three limes 
and they did not answer you should depart, ‘Umar demanded that he 
find another Companion to conroborate the report. 6 

On a number of occasions after the Prophet’s death, his wife Aisha 
objected to hadiths that other Companions related. She rejected 
‘Abdallah b. ‘Umar’s statement that the Prophet wamed moumers that 
a dead relative would be punished for his family’s excessive moum- 
ing over him because she believed that it violated the Quranic prin- 
ciple that l No bearer ofburdens bears the burdens ofanother’ (Quran 
53:38). 7 ln another famous report, Aisha upbraided a Companion who 
said that the Prophet told the Muslims that their prayer is invalidated 
if a woman, a black dog, or a donkey passes in front of them. ‘You 
have compared us [women] to donkeys and dogs!’ she retorted. ‘By 
God I saw the Prophet praying with me lying on the bed between him 
and the direction of prayer ...!’ 8 Abu Hurayra’s extensive efforts at 
hadith collection in particular drew the ire and concem of some lead- 
ing Companions. There is one report that ‘Umar b. al-Khattab told 
him, ‘Indeed, I say let the Prophet’s words alone or indeed I’ll send 
you back to the lands of [your tribe] Daws!’ 9 

Hadith forgery emerged as a blatant problem when the generation 
of Muslims who had known the Prophet well died off. With the death 
of the last major Companion, Anas b. Malik, in Basra in 93/711 (the 
last Companion to die was Abu al-Tufayl ‘Amir b. Wathila, who died 
between 100/718 and 110/728) lies about the Prophet quickly multi- 
plied. It is especially in the generation ofthe Successors that we begin 
seeing notebooks ( sahl/as) of hadiths, many supposedly narrated 
from Anas b. Malik, rilled with forged hadiths of a highly partisan or 
controversiaI nature. 10 

From that point onward the forgery of hadiths would be a consis- 
tent problem in Islamic civilization. The heyday of hadith forgery 
was the first four hundred years of Islamic history, when major hadith 
collections were still being compiled. As we discussed in the last 
chapter, by the late 11 OOs any hadith that entered circulation that had 
not already been recorded in some existing book was automatically 
deemed a forgery. In the great urban centers of MamJuk Cairo or 
Ottoman Istanbul in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, the raasses 
raight mistakenly think that a popular saying such as ‘The Muslira 
coramunity is sinful but its Lord is most forgiving (umma mudh- 
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mba wa rabb ghaJurY was said by ihe Prophet, but tn general hadith 
foigery had run its course. 11 

Polmcal and sectarian conflicts were a major engine for hadith 
tbrgery. All the major polidcal contlicts in classical Islamic history 
were accompanied by hadiths torged for propagandistic purposes. 
The Prophets access to knowledge of the future provided endless pos- 
sibilihes m this realm. In one hadith, the Prophet supposedly tells his 
uncie ‘Abbas, progenitor of the Abbasid dynasty, to look at the stars. 
The Prophet foreteils. ‘From your descendents a nnmber like the 
nnmber of the Pkhdes will rnle the Muslim community.’ 1 - in one 
forged pro-Shute hadith, the Prophet predicts that ‘ ai-Husayn will be 
kiHed sixty yean after my emigration to Medina,' refemng to the 
Umayyad caliph s massacre of the Prophet's grandson at Karbala in 
6I/680. 13 We have seen aiready that even in the eleventh century, an 
oppooent of the Seljuq Turkish sultan Sanjar forged a hadith in which 
tbe Prophet predkted that, ‘Sanjar will be the last of the non-Arab 
khi^i; be wiD iive eighty years tod then die of hunger.* 14 In fact, 
in the early 1990s one Arab scholar claimed that he had found an 
oid manuscript with a hadith predicting that 4 A leader whose name 
ts dernred from the word Tree (Bush, perhaps?) will invade and 
hberatea smallhill fort (m Arabic, ‘Kuwait’).' 15 

Many hadhhs were also forged in legal and theological debates. 
Here the Sunni/Shiite schism once again has certainly produced the 
largest numbers of propagandistic hadiths. Less well-known conilicts 
have aiso yieided countless forgeries. in the first half of the ninth cen- 
tury, when the Abbasid caliphate was trying to impose its rationalist 
beliefs on Sunni scholars like Ibn Hanbal by torturing or imprisoning 
anyone wbo would not uphoid the belief that tbe Quran was God's 
creaied word and not an etemal part of His essence, pro-Sunni hadiths 
convementiy appeared in which the Prophet said, ‘The Quran is 
eternai, uacreated, and he who says otherwise is a disbeliever.’ 
In eighth-century debates over whether Muslims could wear pants as 
opposed to robes, a hadilh appeared in which the Prophet said, ‘O 
peopie, take pants as ctothing, for indeed they are the most modest 
of dothea, especially for yonr women when they leave tbe house.’ 16 
As legal scbools soiidified and competed with one another, forged 
hadhhs appeared with statements such as ‘There will be in my com- 
nnunty a man named Abd HanKa, and he wiD be its lamp... and 
there wifl be in my commnnity a man named Mnhammad b. Idrts 
(al-Shhffll whose strife is more harmful than that of Satan.’ 17 
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Hadiths were Torged to give voice to all sons of chauvinisms. 
Some were virulenily racist, such as a forged hadith saying ‘The 
black A frican, when he eats his flll he fornicates, and when he gets 
hungry he steals ( al-zanjlidhashaba'azana wa idhajaasaraqa ).’ 18 
Others voiced civic pride, such as the hadith ‘[The city of) Askalon 
|near modern-day Gaza| is one of the two Brides, from there 
God will resurrect people on tbe Day of Judgment ( l Asqalan ihda 
al^arusayn ...)’ or a whole Forty Hadith collection ihat one Ahmad 
b. Muhammad al-MarwazI (d. 323/934-5) forged about the virtues of 
the Iranian city of Qazvin. 19 

Aiiother major source of forged hadiths was the popular story- 
tellers ( qdss , pl. qussds) who entertained crowds on the streets of 
meliopolises like Baghdad. These storytellers would attribute Jewish, 
Christian, or ancient Persian lore to the Prophet. In one fantastic story, 
someone named lshaq b. Bishral-KahilT from Kufa toldof the Prophet 
meeting an old man in the desert. The man claimed to be named Hama, 
the great-grandson of Satan, and to have been alive since the days of 
Cain and Abel. In an account resembling a Rolling Stones song, he 
proceeds to tell Muhammad how he had met all the great prophets, 
from Noah to Jacob and Joseph. Moses had taught him theTorah, and 
Jesus had told him to convey his greetings to Muhammad, the mes- 
senger to come. 20 

Asurprisingly large number of hadiths were forged and circulated 
by pious Muslims in an eiTort to motivate those around them both reli- 
giously and morally. One Abu ‘Isma was asked by his contemporaries 
to explain how the hadiths he narrated from ‘Ikrima, the disciple of 
the Companion Ibn ‘Abbas, about the virtues of reading different 
chapters of the Quran, were not narrated by any of ‘Ikrima’s other 
students. He replied that he had seen the people becoming obsessed 
with the legal scholarship of Abu Hanifa and thcSira of Ibn lshaq. He 
had forged these hadiths to try and steer people once again towards 
the Quran. 21 

Many of those who forged hadiths for these pious purposes were 
themselves revered saintly rigures. The famous hadith critic Yahya 
b. Sald al-Qattan (d. 198/813) once said, ‘I have not witnessed lying 
[about the Prophet] in anyone more than I have seen it in those known 
for asceticism and piety.’ 22 A venerated saint of Baghdad, Ghulam 
KhalTI, was so beloved that on die day he died in 275/888-9 the mar- 
kets of the city shut down. Yet when he was questioned about some 
dubious hadiths he narrated conceming righteous behavior, Ghulam 
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KJmlTl rcplied, ‘ We forged these so thal we could soften and improve 
the hearts ofthe populace.' 23 

Certainly pious figures such as Ghulam KJialTl or the scholars of 
religious law understood the enormity of the sin of lying about their 
Prophet. How’ could they have contradicted their own mission of pre- 
serving his authemic teachings by doing so? Pious figures sometiraes 
rcplied that the Prophet had forbidden the Muslims to lie about hira, 
whereas they were lying Jor hira. In the case of those early jurists who 
foiged legal hadiths to support their school of law, it seems that they 
saw no contradiction between their actions and their commitment to 
preserving the Prophet's teachings. After all, as one famous hadith 
put it, ‘The scholars are the inheritors of the prophets (al- 'ulama ’ 
warathat al-anbiya j. ’ It was the scholars who interpreted the message 
of lslam as h faced new chailenges and circumstances. Phrasing their 
conciusions about proper acts or beiiefs in the formula of ‘the Prophet 
saidwas simply neatly packaging their authority as Muhammad's 
representatives. As one early jurist explained, ‘ When we arrived at an 
opinion through reasoning we made it into a hadith. ’ 24 Hadith critics, 
of course, found such excuses rcprehensible. 25 

Not all foigery of hadiths was a malicious act. Early transmitters 
sometimes contused the opinions or statements of Companions with 
Prophedc hadiths, such as Aisha’s statement: ‘ Ward off capital pun- 
ishment ffom the Musiims as much as possible, and if there is some 
way out of it then let the person go, for it is better for the judge to err in 
mercy than in seventy,’ which is soraetimes attributed to the Prophet. 
Sometimes the comments of one of the hadith’s transmitters could be 
accidentally written as part of the hadith, a phenomenon that Muslim 
critics called idrdj (interpolation). 

Often the words of scholars or saintly figures or simply popu- 
lar sayings could be accidentaily elevated to the status of Prophetic 
hadiths. The saying ‘The Iove of the earthly life is the start of every 
sin (hubb al-dunya ra s kull khatT ’a)' was generally attributed to Jesus 
unril it became conhised with a Prophetic hadith. 26 A legal princi- 
ple used by Muslim jurists, ‘Necessities render the forbidden per- 
missible (al-daruriyyat tubthu al-mahzurat)' was also accidentally 
attributed to Muhammad 2 Ln the ninth century a hadith appeared 
saying ‘Beware of Aowers growlng In manure, namely a beautiful 
woman from a bad family (iyydkum wa khadra 'al-diman ...).’ In this 
period another supposed hadith suriaced that ‘Whoever says some- 
thing then sneezes, what he says is true (man haddatha hadithan 
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fa- l atasa 'indahu fa-huwa haqq).' NeitheT report had any basis in 
Prophetic hadiths. 2 * 


Forgery o/Isnflds 

Hadith forgery was not limited to inventing Prophetic sayings or 
attributing existing maxims to Muhammad. In light of the importance 
of the isnad to accessing authority in the Islamic tradition, isnad for- 
gery was arguably more common than matn forgery. Equipping exist- 
ing hadiths with one’s own isnads or constructing entirely new chains 
of transmission was known as ‘stealing hadiths (sariqat al-hadith)' 
or ‘rigging isndds (tarkTb al-asdmd).' 

Today no one would look askance at someone who cited a hadith 
without mentioning its isnad. In the early Islamic period, however, 
ahl al-hadlth scholars or those who debated them could not cite a 
hadith without providing their own isndd for the report. A scholar 
who had heard about a hadith without a firm isnad or frora a transmit- 
ter considered unreliable by the ahl al-hadith critics could thus not 
credibly present his hadith in any discussion. Forging a new isndd 
oRered a solution. ‘Amr b. ‘Ubayd (d. 144/761), who belonged to the 
Muslim rationalist camp known as the Mu‘tazilites, whom the ahlal- 
hadTth considered their mortal enemies, was thus attacked for lying 
in his narration of the hadith ‘He who carries weapons against us 
[Muslimsj is not one of us (man hamala ‘alayna al-silah /a-laysa 
minna)' from his teacher al-Hasan al-Basri, from the Prophet. This 
hadith was well known as authentic among the ahl al-hadTth. The 
problem was that al-Hasan had not actually transmitted this from the 
Prophet. ‘Amr b. ‘Ubayd had heard of the report somewhere else and 
then tried to use it to support the Mu‘tazilite position that committing 
grave sins assured Muslims a place in hell. But he did not have his 
own isnad for it. So he manufactured one from his teacher al-Hasan 
so that he could use it in debates. 29 

The second major motivation to forge an isndd for an existing 
hadith was to bolster its reliability by increasing evidence of its 
transmission. According to the great hadith critic of Baghdad, aJ- 
Daraqutnl (d. 3 85/995), a whole notebook of hadiths praising human 
reason Caql) was forged by Maysara b. ‘Abd Rabbihi. This book was 
then taken by Dawud al-Muhabbir, who equipped the reports with 
his own new isnads. One ‘Abd al-‘Az!z b. AbT Raja’ then stole these 
hadiths and provided them a new set of isnads. Sulayman b. Tsa 
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al-Sinjarl then did the same. A person who came across the hadiths 
in this book therefore could fmd four different sets of isnads 
leading to four different scholars for hadiths that were in fact total 
forgeries! J0 

Especially in the tenth century and afterwards, when rare and 
elevated isndds assumed a particular value among hadith collectors, 
disingenuous scholars could forge isnads with these characteristics. 
We already saw the hadith that al-Tabaranl (d. 360/971) narrated via 
the impossibly short isnad of three people to the Prophet: Ja'far b. 
HamTd al-Ansari f ‘Umar b. Aban 4- Anas b. Malik the Prophet. 
The fact thal al-TabarSni was the only hadith scholar to narrate from 
the transmitter Ja‘ far b. HamTd strongly suggests that this Ja‘ far might 
have been a purveyor of forged elevated isnads , which a collector like 
al-TabaranT would have found irresistible. 


THE DEVELOPMENT OF EARLY SUNNI HADITH 
CRITICISM - THE THREE-TIERED METHOD 

As false attributions to the Prophet multiplied in the late seventh cen- 
tury, how were those Muslims who sought to preserve Muhammad's 
authentic legacy lo distinguish between tme and forged hadiths? 
While the ahl al-ra 'y scholars in Iraqi cities like Kufa attempted to 
rise above the flood of forged hadiths by depending on the Quran, 
well-established hadiths, and their own legal reasoning, the school 
that would give birth to the Sunni tradition, the ahl al-hadith , evolved 
the three-tiered approach to determining the authenticity of a hadith. 
The first tier was demanding a source ( isnad) for the report, the sec- 
ond evaluating the reliability of that source, and the third seeking 
corroboration for the hadith. 

TTie processes of this three-tiered criticaJ method did not emerge 
fully until the mid eighth century with critics like Malik b. Anas and 
Shu‘ba b. al-Hajjaj. Certainly, Successors like aJ-Zuhri and even 
Companions had exarained critically material they heard attributed 
to the Prophet. Moreover, the critical opinions of Successors would 
inform Jater hadith critics. A formalized system of requiring isnads 
and uwestigating them according to agreed conventions and dirough 
a set of technical terms, however, did not appear until the time of 
M§lik. 
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STEP ONE: THE ISNAD 

The isnati or "suppdt,’ was the esseodai buiidmg-block of the hadith 
cntjcal Enethod. So essendaJ wouid the isnad be to the Sunni science 
of hadsth cnncism thai it became the veritable symbol of the cult of 
authenricity'’ that is Sunni lslam. One of the most oft-repeated slogans 
amoog hadith critics comes from che famous scholar Ibn al-Mubarak 
(d. 181/797), who said, ‘The isnad is part of religion, if not for the 
isnadl whoever wanted could say whatever they wanted. But if you 


Period 1 100-200 AJi / 720-820 CE 
First Generatinn: 

• Early Critics: al-Zuhri, aJ-A‘ma&h 
Secood Generanoo: 

• Pmnary Crihcs: Shu‘ba, al-Thawri, al-Awz§1, Malik, Ibn ‘Uyayna 

• Lesser Cntrcs: Ibn Jurayj, Hammid b. Salama, al-Layth b. Sa‘d, 
Hammad b. Zayd, Hushaym b. Bashir 

Thnd Geoeration: 

• Primary Critics: Ibn al-Mubirak, Wakf b. al-Jarrah, Yahya al- 
QaHan, ‘Abd ai-Rahmdn b. MahdT 

- Lesser Cridcs: al-Shahl, Abu Mushir ‘Abd al-A‘la b. Mushir 

Period 2 200-300 AH/820-910CE 
Focuth Ge ne rttinn : 

• Primary Critics: Ibn MaTo, ‘AU b. al-Madml, Ibn Hanbal 

• Lesaer Crirics: Ibn Niunayi, Abu Khaythama, Ibn AbT Shayba, Ibn 
Ribawayh, Abu Hafe al-Fallas 

Fiflh Generatkra: 

• Primary Critics: aJ-Bukhiri, Abu Zur*a al-Rari, Abfl Hatim al-RazT 

• Lesser Crirics: al-Juzajfflri, Muslim b. al-Hajjij, al-NasaT 

Period 3 300-400 AH/910-1010 CE 
Sbdh Generation 

• Primary Critics: Ibn AbT H3hm al-R3ri, Ibn ‘AdT 

• Lesser Critics: aL‘Uqay!i, Dna Hibbin 

Seventh Generarion 

• Primary Critics: Abfi ai-Fatfa al-Azdt, al-D3raqutnI, al-Hakim al- 
NaysibGri 

See Lucas, Corutructive Critics , p. 125 
F|gvrc 3.1 Generatkms of Sunni Haddth Crirics 
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ask them. “Who told you this?” they cannot reply.’ The great jurist 
al-Shafu provided a similarly famous declaration, l The person who 
seeks knowledge without an isndd , not asking “where is this from? M 
indeed, he is like a person gatheiing wood at night. He carries on his 
back a bundle of wood when there may be a viper m it that could bite 
him.’ Sunnis thus understood the isnddas the prime means of defend- 
ing the true leachings of the Prophet against heretics as well as protec- 
tion from subtie deviations that might slip into Muslims’ beliefs and 
practice. JI 

The origins of the isnad were as commonsense as its function, 
beginning with the rise ofhadith forgery. As the Successor Muhammad 
b. STrin (d. 110/729), a leading student of the Companion Anas b. 
Malik, explained: 

In the early period no one would ask about the isnad. But w hen the 
Strife [most probably the Second Civil War, 680-692CE] began they 
would say ‘Name for us your sources’ so that the People of the Sunna 
(ahl al-sunna ) could be looked at and their hadiths accepted, and the 
People of Heresy (ahl al-bid l a) could be looked at and their hadiths 
ignored. 32 

In the milieu of the early Islamic period, simply demanding an isnad 
for reports attributed to the Prophet was an excellent frrst line of 
defense against inauthentic material entering Muslim discourse. We 
can imagine the newly Muslim inhabitants of Kufa, still clinging to 
Christian or Zoroastrian lore, or even Bedouins eager to insinuate 
tribal Arab values into Islam, ascribing a saying to the Prophet as 
evidence for their ideas. Lf they provided no isnad at all, the reports 
would not enter the musnad collections of scholars like Abu Dawud 
al-TayalisT. The formative critic Shu‘ba b. al-Hajjaj (d. 160/776) is 
quoted as saying, ‘All religious knowledge ( l ilm) which does not fea- 
ture “he narrated to me” or “he reported to me“[the components of the 
isnad] is vinegar and sprouts.’ 33 


STEP TWO: RATING TRANSMITTERS AND ESTABLISHING 
CONTIGUOUS TRANSMISSION 


On their own, however, isnads could not deter a determined forger. As 
we saw with the hadiths on human reason, an isndd could be made up 
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or mauthentic materiaJ simply equipped with one and then circulated. 
Moreover, merely requiring someone to provide a source for a hadith 
they cited did not telJ you if that source was reliable. The second tier 
of criticism thus invo!ved identitying the individuals who constituted 
isnads, evaluating their reliability, and then determining if there were 
any risks that someone unreJiable might also have played some part 
in transmitting the report 

I) Transmitter Evaluatwn 

Ahadith transmitter was evaluated according to two criteria. First, his 
or her character, correct belief, and level of piety were scrutinized in 
order to determine if he or she was ‘upright { l adf). ’ Second, and much 
more importantly, the transmitter’s corpus of reports and narration 
pracdces were evaluated to decide ifhe or she was ‘accurate ( dabit ).’ 

Hadith transmitter criticism (known as al-jarh wa al-ta l dil , 
‘impugning and appnmng’) and isnad evaluation began in full with 
the fxrst generation of renowned hadith critics, that of Shu‘ba b. al- 
Hajjaj, Malik b. Anas, Sufyan al-Thawri, al-Layth b. Sa‘d, and Sufyan 
b. ‘TJyayna, who Aourished in the mid to late eighth century in the cities 
of Basra, lCufa, Fustat (modern-day Cairo), Mecca, and Medina (see 
Figure 3.1). These scholars began the process of collecting people’s 
hadith narrations and examining both their bodies of material and 
their characters to determine if the material they purveyed could be 
trusted. Malik is the first scholar known to have used technical terms 
such as k thiqa (reliable)’ to describe these narrators, while Shu‘ba’s 
evaluations did not utilize any specialized yocabulary. 34 

The eva!uations of this first great generation were studied and 
added to by their students, especially the two great Basran critics 
‘Abd al-Rahman b. Mahdl (d. 198/814) and Yahya b. Sa*Id al-Qattan 
(d. 198/813). The later analyst Shams al-DTn al-Dhahabl notes that 
‘whoever they both criticize, by God, rarely do you fmd that criti- 
cism refuted [by others], and whoever they both agree on as trust- 
worthy, he is accepted as proof.’ 35 The cntical methods and opinions 
of Ibn Mahdl and al-Qattan passed on lo their three most respected 
students, who can be seen as the beginning of the heyday of Sunni 
hadith criticism: Ibn Hanbal (d. 241/855) and his triend Yahya b. 
Ma*Tn (d. 233/848) in Baghdad and ‘All b. al-Madinl in Basra (d. 
234/849). Their students refined hadith criticism into its most exact 
and lasting form: the ‘Two Shaykhs’ al-Bukhari and Muslira, the 
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two senior critics ot' Rayy (modern Tehran), Abu Zur‘a al-RazT (d. 
264/878) and his friend Abu Hatim al-RazT (d. 277/890), as well as 
inTluential younger critics of that generation such as al-Nasa'1 (d. 
303/916). 

The 900s saw several generations of critics who reviewed and 
reassessed the judgments of these earlier scholars and also continued 
to evaluate those involved in the ongoing transmission ofhadiths: Ibn 
AbT Hatim al-RazT (d. 327/938), Tbn ‘AdT (d. 365/975-6), Ibn Hibban 
al-BustT (d. 354/965), Abu al-Hasan al-DaraqutnT (d. 385/995), and 
al-Hak im al-Naysaburi (d. 405/1014). 

Although the apex and most active period of hadith transmitter 
criticism is usually considered to be the eighth to tenth centuries, 
subsequent generations of critics contributed to this science as well. 
Hadiths were still transmitted with full isnads into the early 1200s, so 
it was possible until that time for previously unrated hadiths to be in 
circulation among transmitters. Master hadith scholars like al-K.hatIb 
al-BaghdadT (d. 463/1071) and Ibn ‘Asakir (d. 571/1176) therefore 
continued to rate transmitters living in their times. Furthermore, they 
synthesized, reconciled, and reexamined existing opinions on earlier 
transmitters. 

This reconsideration of earlier transmitters’ standing has, in fact, 
never really ended. If we look at al-DhahabT’s list of the expert crit- 
ics whose opinions should be heeded, we find that it continues until 
al-DhahabT’s own time in the I300s. One of the most commanding 
critics in the Sunni hadith tradition, ‘the Hadith Master ( al~hafizf Ibn 
Hajar al-‘AsqalanT, died in 852/1449. Hadith transmittercriticism has 
continued until the modem day. This is possible because, as we shall 
see, determining if someone was reliable or not had little to do with 
any personal experience with their character, its flaws, or ftne quali- 
ties. Ultimately, it was the analysis of the body of their transmissions 
for corroboration that determined their accuracy ( dabt) and thus their 
station. 

How would a hadith critic such as Shu‘ba, al-Bukhari, or Ibn ‘AdT 
actually evaluate a transmitter? First, it was essential to know who this 
transmitter was. If one was presented with a hadith transmitted ffom 
‘someone,’ ‘Ahmad,’ or ‘a group of people in Medina,’ how could 
one evaluate the strength of its isnacH By the mid 800s it had become 
accepted convention among hadith critics that a person needed two 
well-known transmitters to identify him sufficiently, prove that he 
existed and narrate hadiths from him in order to qualify for rating. 
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Otherwise. the transmitter would be dismissed as 'unknown (majhu[)' 
ond the report automatically considered unreliable. 

Second, the critic would collect all the reports that the trans- 
mitter had narrated from various teachers and then analy^e them 
for corroboration, a process known as ‘consideration ( i'tibar ).’ 
As mentioned last chapter, musnads would be very useful for this 
task, but uliimately a critic would have to rely on a robust meraory 
in order to recall all the different isnads in which the transmitter 
in question piayed some part. For every hadith that the transmitter 
narrated from a certain teacher, the critic asks 4 Did this teacher’s 
other students narrate this report too?' If the critic finds that, for all 
the teacheTS that the transmitter narrates from, his fellow students 
corroborated him for a very high percentage of his hadiths, then he 
is considered to be reliable in his transmissions. When asked what 
kind of transmitters should be abandoned as unreliable, Shu‘ba 
explained: 

Someone who nairates excessively from weli-known transmitters 
whal these well-known transmitters do not recognize t his hadiths are 
cast aside. And if he makes a lot of mistakes, his hadiths are cast 
aside. And if he is accused of forgery ( kadhib ), his hadiths are cast 
aside. And if he narrates a hadith that is agreed upon as an error, and 
he does not hold himself accountable for that and reject the report, his 
hadiths are cast aside. M 

Muslim b. al-Hajjaj describes the telltale signs of a weak hadith trans- 
mitter as someone who, 4 when his narrations are compared with those 
of people known for preservation [of hadith] and uprightness of cJiar- 
acter, his narrations do not concur with their narrations, or do so only 
rarely. If the majority ofhis hadiths are like that then he is rejected and 
not used in hadith/ 37 

Early hadith critics understood very well that no one transmitter 
was immune from error. Below the level of master transmitters, Ibn 
Mahdl described a lesser type of narrator ‘who makes errors but most 
of his hadiths are sahlh . This kind of person's hadiths should not be 
abandoned, for if they were, all the people's hadiths would disap- 
pear.’ 3 * 

FinaJly, the critic would examine the transmitter's character, 
religious beliefs, and piety in order to determine his ‘uprightness 
(‘ adala ).' Although Jater legal theorists would establish very for- 
mal requirements for someone to be declared ‘upright,* such as 
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the requirement widely accepted by Sunnis after the 1200s that the 
transmitter be ‘Muslim, of age, of right mind, free of sinful behavior 
and defects in honor,’ early hadith critics were actually very flexible 
with determining uprightness. 

This is most evident in the issue of transmitters who espoused 
beliefs thal Sunnis considered heretical, such as Shiism, belonging to 
the Kharijite sect, or a belief in free will (qadar). Although al-Shafn 
had declared that one could accept hadiths from transmitters regard- 
less of their sectarian affiliations as long as they did not belong to 
certain Shiite sects thal allowed lying, by the mid 900s scholars like 
Ibn Hibban had declared a consensus among Sunni hadith critics that 
one could accept hadiths from any heretical transmitter provided he 
was not an extremist and did not actively try lo convert others to his 
beliefs. In theory, this meant that one could accept hadiths ffom Shiite 
transmitters as long as they did not engage in virulently anti-Sunni 
practices such as cursing Abu Bakr or ‘Umar or transmit hadiths that 
seemed to preach the Shiite message. 

In truth, however, early hadith critics did not follow these stric- 
tures. As the eighteenth-century Yemeni hadith analyst Ibn al-Amlr 
al-San‘anT (d. 1768) observed, later theorists had set up principles that 
did not apply to the realities of early hadith criticism. Al-Bukhari, the 
most revered of all hadith critics, nanated two hadiths in his famous 
Sahih through the KJiarijite 'Imran b. Hittan, who was so extreme in 
his beliefs that he wrote a poem praising the KJiarijite who murdered 
the fourth caliph ‘AlT. In his Sahlh, Muslim narrated the hadith that 
‘Only a believer loves ‘ AH, and only a hypocrite hates him’ through 
the known Shiite transmitter ‘AdT b. Thabit. As we can see, the two 
uncontested masters of Sunni hadith crilicism could narrate hadiths 
that they considered authentic through extremists and heretics who 
proselytized for theircause! 

The explanation for this lies in the priorities of the early hadith 
critics. Simply put, if a transmitterconsistently and accurately passed 
on hadiths he had heard from the previous generation, hadith critics 
had little interest in his beliefs or practice. Ibn Ma‘Tn described the 
Shiite transmitter ‘Abd al-Rahman b. Salih as ‘trustworthy, sincere, 
and Shiite, but who would rather fall from the sky than misrepresent 
half a word.’ 39 One major early hadith transmitter, Ismall b. ‘Ulayya 
(d. 193/809), became so shamefully intoxicated on one occasion 
that he had to be carried home on a donkey. Yet he was a reliable 
transmitter, so his hadiths were accepted. 40 Although later theorists 
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of the hartith tradition would taik of the two piilars of reliability 
a s 'upnghmess Cadalo) and accuracy ( dabt) y ' aJ-San anl rightly 
pointed out thai one should reorder them ‘accuracy and upright- 
ness,' smce thc fonner greatly outweighed the latter. 41 

L lnmately; Sunms could not escape their dependency on the role 
of non-Suimis' in hadith transmission. The early critic Ibn Sa d (d. 
230/845) notes how one KMhd ai-QarwanI was a staunch Shiite 
bui thai hadith scholars ‘wrote down his hadiths out of necessity.' 42 
Wlthool such 'heretics,’ critics knew that few hadiths wouid ever 
have been transmitted. 

Guaranteeing the transmitter’s 'uprightness ('adala),' however, 
<hd have an important tuncdon. Regardless of a transmitter s accur- 
acy, if they were known to have intendonaliy misrepresented the 
Prophet or forged a hadith then they could not be trusted. Sulayman b. 
Dawud ai-Shadhakunl (d. 234/848-9), for example, was considered 
to have the most prodigious memory of hadiths in his time and one 
of the biggest hadith corpora. Yet he was known to have lied about 
hadiths and aitered them to fit certain situadoos, so he was excluded 
from transmission. Al-Shadhakuru was so untrustworthy that when 
he awed a gathenng by claiming thal he knew a hadith ffom Rayy that 
Abu Zur‘a al-Ran did not know, peopie believed that he had just made 
u upon the spot to impress them. 4 

Although in the eighth and ninth centuries each hadith critic used 
slightly diSerent and somedmes shiding terms to describe a trans- 
mitter’s level of reliability, by the eariy tenth century a conventional 
jargon had emeiged. Ibn AbT Hatim ai-Razi (d. 327/938) lists the 
leveis as: 


2 . 

3. 

4. 

5. 

6. 

7. 

8 . 


‘Reiiabk ( Thiga, mutqm, thabt) transmitter’s hadiths can be 
used as proof m legal scholarship with no hesitation 
'Sincere 1 (&aduq, Idbas bihi) 4 transmitter *s hadiths are recorded 
and can be taken as proof if bolstered or corroborated 
‘ Venerable’ ( shaykh) 


'Righteoo B r (sdiih) 

‘Lement on hadith* (layyin ai-hadith)\ 
l Not strong* (laysa bi-qawi) 

‘Weak^db^ 

‘Liar, abandoned’ (matruk al-hadith, dhdhib al-hadith , kadhdhab) 
4 the t ranami ttCT*8 hadiths are not used at ail. 44 


transmitter’s hadiths are 
| used for identifying 
corroboration depending 
onstrength 
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Books oj transmitter criticism 

Hadith transmitter criticism often took place in discussion sessions 
among critics or with their studcnts. but its results were set down 
by master critics in dictionaries of transmitter evaluation (kutuh aJ- 
rijdl). Early works include the Tabaqat al-kubra (The Greal Book of 
Generations) of!bn Sa‘d (d. 230/845), the Ahwalal-rijal( Conditions 
of the Transmitters) of al-JuzajanI (d. 259/873), the massive ‘Great 
History (al-Tdrtkh al-kablr)' of al-Bukh&ri, and the Jarh wa al-ta‘dil 
of Ibn AbT Hatim al-RazT. Some books focused specirically on 
discussing transmitters whom the author felt were reliable; these 
included al-ijlT’s (d. 261/875) Tarikh al-thiqat and rbn Hibban , s/L/7d/> 
al-thiqdt. Voluminous books were devoted to listing and discussing 
weak transmitters as well. The most important are the Kitab al-du'aja ' 
al-kabir of al-BukharT (now lost), the Kamilfidu l aja’al-rijal of Ibn 
‘AdT and Ibn Hibban’s Kitab al-majruhin. Such works presented crit- 
ics’ opinions ofa transmitter along with a selection of the unacceptable 
narrations that they transmitted. Because they consistently evaluated 
the reliability of personalities they mention, local histories like al- 
KhatTb ’s History of Baghdad are also works of transmitter criticism. 

In the period of consolidation and analysis from the I300s to the 
1600s, later critics amalgamated and digested these earlier works of 
hadith criticism. ‘Abd al-GhanT al-MaqdisT (d. 600/1203) wrote his 
al-Kamal fi ma 'rifat asmd' al-rijdl (The Periection in Knowing the 
Names of Transmitters), presenting earlier descriptions and evalua- 
tions of aU the transmitters in the Six Books. Jaraal al-DTn al-MizzT 
(d. 742/1341) added to this work and fiirther analyzed the ratings of 
the transmitters within the Six Books in his Tahdhib al-kamdl (The 
Refinement of Periection), published today in thirty-five volumes. 
Tbn Hajar al-‘AsqalanT produced an abridgeraent of this work with 
his own comments entitled Tahdhib al-tahdhib (The Refinement 
of the Refmement). Scholars like the Egyptian Ibn al-Mulaqqin (d. 
804/1401) added the transmitters found in other hadith collections 
such as the Musnads of Ibn Hanbal and al-Shafi‘T as well as the Sahih 
of Ibn Khuzayma and the Mustadrak of al-Hakim to expanded ver- 
sions of aI-MizzT’s book. The HanafT scholar of Cairo, Badr al-DTn 
al-‘AynT (d. 855/1451), devoted a rijdl work to the transmitters in al- 
TahawT’s collections. 

Other later analysts focused on the subject of weak transmitters. 
Shams al-DTn al-DhahabT wrote his masteriul Mizdn al-TtidalJinaqd 
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al-rijdi (TTie Fair Scale forCriticizingTransmitters), collecting all the 
informarion on any transmitter impugned by earlier figures. Ibn Hajar 
added his own comments in a revision of this work, Lisan al-mhan 
(The Pointer of the Scale). 

As we saw in the last chapter, the isnads to hadith books could 
affect the reliability of hadiths in them, especially during the ninth 
and tenth centuries. Scholars like Ibn Nuqta of Baghdad (d. 629/1231) 
therefore wrote books of transmitter criticism addressing the people 
who conveyed books firora their authors. Ibn Nuqta‘s al-TaqyJd Ji 
ma 'rijat ruwat al-sunan wa al-masdnld and Abu l Ala' al-FasT’s (d. 
1770) addendum to that book are examples of this genre. 

Reconciling disagreements among critics 

With the plethora of transmitter critics from the eighth century on, 
how was a later critic or analyst supposed to know whose opinion to 
take on the reliability of a narrator or a hadith? Ibn Ishaq (d. 150/767), 
for example, the author of the famous biography of the Prophet, was a 
very controversial figure. Malik, Ibn aI-Qattan, Ibn Hanbal, and others 
considered him highly unreliable because he accepted hadiths ffom 
questionable narrators as well as Christians and Jews. But Shu‘ba felt 
he was impeccably reliable, ‘Afi b. al-MadTnT named him one of the 
pivots of hadith transmission in his age, and all the Six Books except 
Sahih al-BukharJ relied on him as a narrator. Certainly, this created 
a great potential for disagreement over the reliability of transmitters 
and, hence, of hadhhs themselves. 

To a certain extent, such disagreement was the inevitable result 
of the complicated careers of transmitters and the contrasting criti- 
cal thresholds of the many individual analysts examining them and 
their reports. One critic could change his mind about a transmitter, 
as al-Bukhari did when he reduced Muhammad b. Humayd al-RazT’s 
rating from ‘good’ to ‘weak.’ In general, however, later analysts erred 
on the side of caution and operated on the principle that ‘criticism 
supersedes approvaI provided that the reason for the criticism is pro- 
vided.’There were limits to this, however. Scholars who had personal 
vendettas against one another - Malik’s criticism of Ibn Ishaq was the 
result of a wel 1-documented personal feud between them - were not 
accepted as fair critics of one another. 

Later analysts were often aware of such issues and took earlier 
critics’ idiosyncrasies and personal leamngs into consideration. 
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AI-JQzajanT was known to have a vehement dislike for Shiism, so 
any rejection by him of a transmitter as ‘a heretical Shiite’ was prob- 
ably an overstalement. If he approved of a transmitter, however, it 
meant that he was certainly free of any Shiite tendencies. Abu Haiim 
al-RazT was well known as a very stringent critic - even the semi- 
nal legal and hadith scholar al-Shafi‘I had only merited a ‘sincere 
{saduq)' rating with him. Ibn Ma‘Tn was very harsh - once calling a 
narrator v/ho criticized a Companion a ‘sucker of his mother’s clito- 
ris’ - so his approval carried great weight. 45 Ibn ‘Adi was generally 
very objective. He would limit his evaluations to strict examinations 
of transmitters' hadiths for corroboration or its absence. As a result, 
he would oflen overtum the disapproval of an earlier critic with a 
comment such as ‘I have not found uncorroborated reports among 
his hadiths.’ 


The standing of the Companions 

The Companions of the Prophet achieved a unique place in the 
worldview of Sunni hadith critics. Although some early historians 
and transmitters like al-WaqidT (d. 207/822-3) only considered 
those who reached adullhood during the lifetime of the Prophet to 
be Companions, the derinition that became accepted by Sunnis was 
much less strict. 4 * As al-Bukhari notes in his Sahlh, a Companion is 
anyone who saw the Prophet, even for a moment, while a believer and 
who then died as a Muslim. 47 

This had tremendous consequences for hadith transmission, for 
by 900 CE Sunnis considered that all the Companions of the Prophet 
were automatically ‘upright (‘ adl ). ’ This belief was based on Quranic 
verses such as ‘ You are the best community brought out from humanity 
(i kuntum khayr umma ukhrijat li 'l-nasY (Quran 3:110) and Prophetic 
hadiths such as ‘The best of generations is the one in which 1 was 
sent, then that which follows, then that which foUows.’ Ln effect, 
then, the first generation of hadith transmitters was beyond criticism. 
In fact, the famous ninth-century hadith critic Abu Zur‘a al-RazT stated 
that anyone who criticized a Companion was a heretic. 48 

Lateranalysts would refme this understandingof the Companions’ 
uprightness. As Ibn Taymiyya (d. 728/1328) explained, the 
Companions were not perfect - MughTra b. Shu‘ba had lied, and 
WaBd b. ‘Uqba was a known drunkard. But none had ever lied about 
the Prophet. 49 Many Sunni scholars have thus understood uprightness 
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as mcaning that the Companions' exposure to the tremendous spirit- 
ual charisma of Muhammad prohibited them ffom lying about the 
Prophei bui not other sins.* 0 

h is no surpnse. thea, thal Sunni hadith scholars strove to identify 
who was aCompanion. ‘AIT b. al-Madlnl (d. 234/838) wrote an early 
work(now lost)listingthem,tobefo!lowedby IbnQani‘ (d. 351/962), 
Abu Nu aym aJ-lsbahflnI, and others. Ibn Hajar ai-‘AsqalanI's Isabafi 
ma 'nfai ai-sahdba is the most widely cited biographical dictionary of 
the Companions. There was great disagreement over the actual number 
of Companions: al-Shafi‘T estimated their number at sixty thousand, 
Abu Zur‘a al-Razi at over a hundred thousand. In his biographical 
dictkmary of Companions, Ibn Hajar listed approximately twelve 
thousand three hundred. On a practical level, the Companions who 
actually played a noticeable role in hadith transmission were many 
fewer the Six Books include hadiths ffom only 962 Companions. 51 

The Sunni critics’ view of the Companions was both ideologi- 
cally driven and practical. Sunni Islam was built on the idea that the 
Companions of the Prophet had inherited his authority and passed 
on his trarhings reliably. In that sense, as a group they were above 
reproach. In terms of hadith criticism, however, the critics’ reach did 
oot extend far enough back to apply the rules of transmitter criticism to 
the Companions. The earliest critic, al-Zuhri, had met only the young- 
est of the Companions, and his hadith criticism mostly addressed the 
reports he heard ffom other Successors. AJ-Zuhri, Malik, and Shu‘ba 
had direct experience with the Successors, but they had no real way 
to evaluate the uprightness or accuracy of Companions. In a sense, 
reports such as Aisha’s aforemenrioned rejection of hadiths for con- 
tent reasons represent vesriges ofhadith criricism from the Companion 
generarioiL That the collectrve impunity of the Companions was a 
later constract of the Sunni worldview is evident when one fmds 
occasional minor Companions listed in eariy books of weak hadith 
transmitters. 52 

The chicken artd the egg - Who made the early experts experts? 

As you might have noriced, the names of the early generations of 
master hadith critics (Figure 3.1) overiap to a large extent with Figure 
2.1 on major hadhh transmitters. So did just transmitting a vast number 
ofhadhhs make a person a reliable hadith transmitter or an expert cntic? 
The answer seems to be no-just because one was a major transmitter 
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did not mean that one was reliable. Ibn lshaq was an essential pivot 
of hadith transmission io Medina, but it became clear to many critics 
even in his own lifetime that he was not at all discriminating in what 
he transmitted. Malik, on the other hand, only transmitted from two 
people (‘Abd al-Karim b. AbT al-Mukhariq and ‘Ata’ al-KhurasanT) 
thal he (and later critics) did not feel were reliable (thiqa). Later crit- 
ics also distinguished between an early critic/transmitter’s own trans- 
missions and his evaluations of others. AI-Zuhri’s opinions carried 
great inriuence, but later critics all agreed that his mursal hadiths (see 
below for a discussion of this term) were too unreliable to use. The 
great critic Sulyan al-Thawri regularly narrated hadiths that others 
considered unreliable, whereas when Shu‘ba transmitted a hadith it 
was understood that he believed it was authentic. 

In a similar vein, in the formative period of Sunni Lslam in the 
ninth century, did hadith scholars such as Ibn Hanbal decide which 
early transmitters lo accept based on their Sunni beliefs? Was Sunni 
hadith criticism just a tool for excluding non-Sunnis? The answers 
to these questions are certainly ‘no,’ since, as we have seen, Sunni 
critics regularly accepted the hadiths of people whose beliefs they 
considered anathema. 


2) Contiguity of transmission (al-ittisfll) 

Evaluating the sources of a hadith was of little use, however, ifa critic 
could not be sure who these sources were. If one transmitter had never 
actually met the person from whom they quoted the hadith or if it was 
known that he had not heard that hadith from his teacher, then who 
was the intermediary? With no way to guarantee that intermediary’s 
reliability, there were endless possibilities for what sort of deviation 
or forgery could have occurred. Establishing that a hadith had been 
tTansmitted by a contiguous, unbroken isnad from the Prophet was 
thus as crucial as transmitterreliability for deterraining the authentic- 
ity of a hadith. If it could not be established that the people Ln the isnad 
had heard from one another, then hadith critics considered the chain 
of transmission broken (munqati f ) and thus unreliable. 

Inordertodetermineifan isnadwas ‘contiguous(/m//ras/7),’hadith 
critics attempted to identity all the people from whom a narrator had 
heard hadiths. If a transmitter was not a known liar, then one could 
infer this from his saying ‘So-and-so narrated to me ( haddathani ),’ 
‘so-and-so reported to us ( akhbarana ),’ or ‘I heard frora so-and-so 
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{sami tu min Other phrases for transmission did not necessar- 
ily indicate direct transmission. ‘According to Can)' could mean that 
someone had heard a hadith directly from the person in question or 
noL In addition to looking at this terminology, a critic would compare 
the death date of the teacher with the age of the student and investigate 
the possibility that they were in the same place at the same time. 

Because estabhshing contiguous transmission was so important, 
by the mid 700s transmitters had become very serious about specitying 
exactly how hadith transmission occurred. The most accurate forms 
of direct transmission were either reading a teacher's hadiths back to 
him (often indicated by the phrase ‘he reported to us, akhbarana') 
or listening to the teacher read his hadiths (often indicated by ‘he 
narrated to us, haddathana '). Lf a teacher gave a student his books of 
hadiths to copy. this was termed ‘handing over ( munawala ).' We have 
already discussed ‘permission to transmit ( ijaza)' in the last chapter. 
Although there was debate over whether reading hadiths to a teacher 
or bearing them read was more accurate, all schoiars acknowledged 
thai ‘handing over' and ‘permission to transmjt’ were the most tenu- 
ous forms of transmission. Reading a book with no transmission from 
the teacher ai ail (Tmding, wijdda') inspired no confidence at ail. 

Transmitters fretted over these forms of narration and often 
debated the proper terminology. The Hanaii al-TahawT (d. 321/933) 
wrote a short treatise on how the technical terms ‘ akhbarana' and 
‘ hartrtathand' actually meant the same thing (also the opinion of the 
majority of schoiais). When ai-Awza*T gave a book of hadiths to a stu- 
dent in an act of ‘handing over,’ the student asked, ‘ About this book, 
do 1 say ^hartrtathanTl' Al-Awra*! replied, ‘lf I nanated it directly to 
you, then say thaL’ The student inquired, ‘So do I say “ akhbaranV'T 
Al-Aw^a*! replied that no, he should say ‘al-Awza‘T said’ or ‘accord- 
ing to al-AwzaV 33 

Not all critics agreed on the requirements for a contiguous isnad. 
There was disagreement over whether the phrase ‘according to 
Con)' should be interpreted as an indication of direct transmission or 
not Muslim b. al-Hajjtj claimed that the great hadith critics had all 
accepted 'an as mdicating direct transmission provided that the two 
people involved were contemporaries and that it was likely that they 
had met one another. Others, like Ibn ‘ Abd al-Barr (d. 473/1070) and 
ai-Khatib ai-BaghdadT, ciaimed that hadith critics had agreed that 
one needed proof that the two transmitters had actually met at least 
once. 
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Objuscation in Transmission (Tadllsy 

Critics of the eighth, ninth, and early tenth centuries often attempted 
to be more exact than just establishing if two transmitters had met. 
They sought to determine exactly which hadiths certain transminers 
had heard from their teachers. Shu‘ba thus studied the hadiths of his 
teacher Qatada until he found that he had only heard three from his 
teacher Abu al-‘Aliya. 54 This was especially importanl in the case of 
tadils , or obfuscation in transmission. TadlJs occurTed when a trans- 
mitter cited an isnad in an ambiguous manner, such as saying ‘so- 
and-so said,’ implying that he had heard the hadith directly from the 
person when in fact he was omitting his immediate source for the 
hadith. Transmitters might hide their immediate source because he 
or she was considered unreliable or espoused beliefs unacceptable 
in Sunni Islam. Tadlis did not always occur for insidious reasons. lf 
a studenl had to leave a dictation session to answer nature’s call, for 
example, he would hear the hadiths that he had missed from a class- 
mate. When narrating those hadiths, however, he might leave out the 
classmate’s name and simply say ‘Teacher so-and-so said.’ Because 
tadlis was oflen innocuous, very few transmitters were totally inno- 
cent of it. Only Shu‘ba b. al-Hajjaj was known to never lapse into it. 

ldentifying tadlls was a primary concem of critics in the eighth 
century and beyond. By interrogating a transmitter a critic could 
determine whom he omitted from isndds in instances of tadlJs. 
Transmitters like Sufyan b. ‘Uyayna, who only omitted the names of 
reliable Tigures, could be trusted even when doing tadlJs. Others who 
often omitted the names of weak narrators, like Ibn lshaq, could not. 55 
Al-Khatib al-BaghdadT and Ibn Hajar both wrote books discussing 
tadUs and those accused of it. 

Mursal Hadiths 

Similar to tadlis was the phenomenon of mursal hadiths, or instances 
in which someone quoted the Prophet without ever having met him. If 
a Successor or an early scholar like Malik said ‘the Prophet said,’ this 
was clearly an incomplete isndd since Malik never met the Prophet. 
Mursal hadiths occurred because, especially in the flrst few gen- 
erations of Muslims, scholars were not obsessive about providing 
detailed isnads for every report all the time. Al-Zuhri, MaJik, or Abu 
Hanlfa might quote the Prophet while discussing a legal issue infor- 
mally withoul bothering to provide an isnad. 
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Wben such mursai hadiths were recorded in musanna/ works 
like thc \hr*atra ’ or the legal responses of Abu Hanlfa, however, 
they presented a problem for later hadith critics. How should they 
be treated? Because mursal hadiths had incomplete isnads and one 
couid not be sure trom whom a Successor was narrating, mursals 
were aimost always considered unreliable by hadith critics. After 
extensrve research on the mursal reports of certain early transmitters, 
however. and attempts to find counterparts to them with full Lsndds, 
critics approved of certain transmitters' mursal hadiths. Al-Shafi‘T 
concluded that the mursais of the Successor Sa‘Td b. al-Musayyab 
(d. 94/713) were reliable because the source he omitted, his father- 
in-law Abu Hurayra. was the most knowledgeabie Compamon about 
hadiths . Critics debated the reliability of al-Hasan al-Basri's mursal 
hadiths - his cootemporary Ibn Slrin said that al-Hasan was totally 
uncndcal about his hadith sources, so his mursals were useless. Yahya 
al-Qattan *aid that he had studied aU of al-Hasan's mursals and found 
versions with full isnads for all but two of them. 36 Ibn AbT Hatim al- 
Razf composed a whole book entitled Kitdb al-marasTl (The Book 
of Mnrsals) in an attempt to detennine which Successors had heard 
hadiths from which Companions. 


STEPTHREE: FINDING CORROBORATION FOR THE HADITH 

Corroboradon had piayed a centrai role in determining the reliabil- 
ity of a transmitter - if he narrated hadiths that other students of his 
source did not, then his reliability was quesdoned. But a forger could 
sdll simply take an isnad of a respected transmitter and attach it to a 
freshly concocted hadith. The third and final step in hadith criticism 
thus involved looking for corroboradon for the hadith itself. 

Corroboradon took two gencral forms. Since a ‘ hadith ' was gener- 
aUy associated with the Companion who narrated it, another version 
of thesame Prophetic traditiontransmitted by a second Companion or 
an instance of tbe Prophet saying something similar on another occa- 
sion were both considered corroboration for a hadith. Sucb a report 
was termed a ‘witness {shahid)' When one transmitter corroborated 
the rcport related by anotber transmitter that they had both heard 
from a common source, this was termed a ‘parallelism (mutaba‘a).' 
Haditb scholars described these two forms of corroboration with the 
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aphorism ‘parallelism bolsters the narration, a witness bolsters the 
tradition/ A witness report need not be exactly the same tradition as 
the hadith it supports. Even a report with a dilTerent wording but the 
same meaning corroborated the fact that the Prophet had expressed 
a certain idea or sentiment. Parallelisms solidified the reliability of a 
particular narralion of a hadith. 

A famous tenth-century hadith critic, Ibn Hibban, describes the 
process of searching for corroboration (called i‘tibar , ‘consider- 
ation’) thus: 

Let us say we come across [the transmitter] Hamraad b. Salama, and 
we see that he has narrated a report from Ayyub [al-Sakhtiyani] 4* 

Ibn STnn f Abu Hurayra 4- the Prophet (s), but we do not find that 
report firom anyone else from the students of Ayyub. What is required 
of us now is to refrain momentarily frora criticizing Hammad, and to 
consider what his contemporaries narrated. So we must start by look- 
ing at this report: Did Hammad's students in general narrate it from 
him, or just one of them? If it is the case that his students narrated it 
from him, then it has been established that Hammad really did nar- 
rate that report, even if that comes through a weak narrator frora him, 
because that narration is added to the first narration from Hammad. 

So if it has been established correctly that Hammad narrated a report 
from Ayyub that is not corroborated by others, again we must pause. 

For it does not fo!low automatically that there is some weakness here, 
but rather we must ask: Did any of the reliable transmitters ( thiqat) 
narrate this report from Ibn STrin other than Ayyub? If we find one, 
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thcn [t has been estabtished that the report has some basis ( aslvarji'u 
ilayhi). lf not, then we must ask: Did anyone from among the reli- 
abte transmitters narrate this report frora Abfl Hurnyra other than Ibn 
SMn? lfsuch a narration is found, then it has been established that the 
report has a basis {asf). If not, we ask: Did anyone narrate this report 
from the Prophet (s) other than Abfl Hurayra? lf so, then it has been 
established correctly that the report has some basis. But when that is 
not the case. and the report contradicts the compilations of these three 
[people ai three levels in the isnad], then it is established without a 
doubt that the report is forged, and that the lone person who narrated 
it torged iL 57 

As Ibn Hibban describes, if a report is not corroborated at any one 
level of the isnad \ then the reliability of that transmitter’s narration 
from his source is dubious. If the report is uncorroborated at all levels 
of the isndd, then it is almost certainJy totally baseless. Lf a report was 
not corroborated either at some level of the isnad or from the Prophet 
in general, early hadith critics deemed it ‘unacceptable ( munkar ). ’ 
Of course, this process of demanding corroboration took context 
into consideration. As Muslim b. al-Hajjaj informs us/lf it has been 
established that your hadith corpus agrees with those of the other reli- 
able narrators. then narrating some uncorroborated material is accept- 
able. ’ 58 lf a transmitter studied with a certain teacher for ten years, then 
it is not surprising that he might narrate a selection of hadiths from his 
teacher that students who only studied with him for six months did 
not recounL The great critic Abu Hatim al-RazI was asked to criticize 
‘Abdaliah b. Salih, the secretary of Layth b. Sa‘d, for having narrated 
uncorroborated hadiths from Layth. Abu Hatim replied sarcastically, 
‘You ask me this about the closest person to Layth, who was with 
him on voyages and at home and spent much time alone with him?’ 59 
But, Muslim continues, if some lesser known transmitter narrated a 
hadith from a prolific hadith scholar like al-Zuhri whose numerous 
and respected students did not recognize that hadith, then that report 
would be automatically declared ‘unacceptable ( munkar ).’“ 

Like our modem investigative reporter’s source, however, a trans- 
mitter could eam such a level of conridence in the eyes of critics that 
he could narrate uncorroborated reports without arousing concem. 
Critics like al-BukhM and Ibn ‘ AdT had examined the hadiths of mas- 
ter transmitters Iike al-Zuhri, Maiik, lbn al-Mubarak or Qutayba b. 
SaTd and found that they were corroborated to such a great extent that 
they could be relied upon for a number of uncorroborated hadiths as 
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well. These figures were so central to hadith transmission in general 
thal if anyone were lo have heard a rare hadith, il would be them. 
An uncorroborated hadilh narrated by an isnad of such pillars was 
known as ‘an authentic rare (sahih gharib)' hadith. The hadith of 
Madik 4- al-Zul\rT f Anas that the Prophet entered Mecca upon its 
conquest with a maiJ helmet on his head and ordered the killing 
of Ibn Khatal, an infamous enemy of Islam, was known only by 
this isnad. Because this hadith was narrated by transmitters whose 
collections of hadiths were vaster than almost any other people of 
their time, this hadith was considered authentic even though it was 
uncorroborated. 61 

Conversely, less stellar figures inspired no such confidence. As 
al-Tirmidhl explained, 4 Anyone from whom a hadith is narrated who 
is accused [of poor performance in hadith] or is criticized as weak 
in hadiths for his lack of carefulness and numerous mistakes, if that 
hadith is only known through that narration, it cannot be used as 
proof/ So the hadith narrated by the lone isnad of Nasih al-‘AjamJ 
4r Simak b. Harb 4- Jabir b. Samura 4- the Prophet: ‘For a man 
to teach his child proper manners is better than to give a whole 
bushel in charity (// 'an yu addiba al-rajul waladahu khayr min an 
yatasaddaqa bi-sa ')’ was considered unacceptable ( munkar) because 
neither N§sih nor Simak were consistently reliable transmitters. 62 


Books of ‘Ilal al-Hadlth 

Even when an isnad looked perfect, early hadith critics did not com- 
pletely ignore the need for comparing it with other narrations of the 
report. As the eleventh-century critic al-Khallll (d. 446/1054) warned, 
‘Even if a hadith is provided to you with an isnad from al-Zuhri or 
another one of the masters, do not declare it authentic merely because 
of that isnad , for even a reliable transmitter (thiqa) can err.’ 63 By com- 
paring different versions of the same hadith, critics could uncover 
flaws, known as l Ual , which might have evaded the best transmit- 
ter. Such flaws included one narration of a hadith adding additional 
words into the text of the report that are not found in more reliable 
versions. A very common flaw was that one narrator would confuse 
a Companion’s or Successor’s statement with a Prophetic hadith. 
The great 'ilal critic of Baghdad, al-DaraqutnT, found such an error in 
Muslim’s famous SahTh. By examining all the narrations of a report 
describing how God will grant the believers a vision of Himself on the 
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Day of Judgment, al-DaraqutnI concluded that these were actually the 
words of the Successor ‘Abd al-Rahinan Ibn AbT Layl£ (d. 82/701 -2) 
and not of the Prophet. 64 

To uncover these 'ilal % a critic would gather all the narrations of a 
hadith and attempi to determine which ones were the most reliable. 
If the raajority of respected transmitters, for example, reported that 
a certain saying was the statement of a Companion, even one strong 
isnad tracing that report back to the Prophet would be considered a 
mistake. 

This advanced level of seeking out corroboration and comparing 
narrations was set down in books of 1 ilal , a genre that flourished in 
the ninth and tenth centuries. The l ilal works of‘AIT b. al-MadlnT, Ibn 
Hanbal, and Ibn Ab! Hatim al-RazT were very famous, but the mas- 
sive 'ilal book of al-D£raqutnI, published in eleven volumes, dwarfs 
them all. After the I OOOs. 'ilal books became rare, and only unusually 
competent later critics like the Moroccan Ibn al-Qattan al-F5sT (d. 
628/1231) or Ibn al-Jawzf (d. 597/1201) produced thera. 'Ilal criti- 
cism was only possible for critics in the early period when hadiths 
were still narrated by full isnads and critics had access tot versions 
of reports that raay not have survived into later times. 65 As al-SuyutT 
admitted, by the 1400s hadith critics did not have the vast array of 
musannajs, hadith notebooks, and dictation sessions available to a 
scholar like al-DaraqutnT. Such later scholars could only judge hadiths 
based on material they received from earlier critics. 66 


CONTENT CRITICISM: THE HIDDEN COMPONENT OF 
EARLY HADITH CRITICISM 

When we think of how one should evaluate the reliability of things 
we hear, we focus on their content as much as their source. Even the 
most trustworthy source would arouse suspicion if he announced that 
aliens had landed in his backyard. Yet when we thumb through books 
oftransmittercriticism or 'ilal, one of the most obvious characteristics 
of eariy hadith criticism is that early scholars almost never discussed 
the coments ofhadith, let alone explicitly rejected a hadith because its 
meaning was unacceptable. Why is this? 

Certainly, the esteem in which Muslims held Muhammad and 
their belief that God spoke to him of the distant past and events to 
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come afFecied their approach to criticizing hadiths. Unlike a raodem 
person skeptically dismissing the sayings of a television psychic, a 
Muslim critic would not declare a report attributed to Muhammad to 
be a forgery simply because it described soraething that average men 
could not know. 

Nonetheless, we know that early critics like al-Bukhari and 
Muslim were willing and able to reject a hadith because they found 
its contents inherently flawed. In his entry on the transmitter k Awn 
b. ‘Umara al-QaysI in his ‘Great Book of Weak Transmitters,' al- 
Bukharl noted that one of the unacceptable hadiths he narrated was 
‘The signs of the Day of Judgment are after the year 200/815/ 
Al-Bukhari rejects the hadith because ‘these two hundred years have 
passed, and none of these signs have appeared.’ 67 In another work on 
transmitters, al-Bukhari criticizes Muhamraad b. Fada’ because he 
narrated the hadith ‘The Prophet forbade breaking apart Muslim 
coins in circulation/ Al-Bukhari notes that Musliras did not raint 
coins until early Umayyad times, ‘they did not exist at the tirae of the 
Prophet.’ 68 Muslim b. al-Hajjaj rejects a hadith saying that there are 
five chapters of the Quran tliat are the equivalent of one-fourth of the 
holy book - a total of five-fourths. He calls this logical contradiction 
‘reprehensible, and it is not conceivable that its meaning is correct/ w 
But why were such instances of content criticism so rare? 

To answer this question, we have to remember that Sunni hadith 
criticism emerged in the context of intense ideological struggle 
between the ahl al-hadith and the school of early Muslim rationalists, 
known as the Mu‘tazila. For the Mu‘tazila, the only sources on which 
one could rely to interpret properly Islamic law and dogma were the 
Quran, reports from the Prophel that were so well-known they could 
not possibly be forged, and human reason (‘ aql ). In order to know if 
any hadith was authentically ffom the Prophet, Mu‘tazilite scholars 
like Abu al-Qasim al-Balkhl (d. 319/931) believed that it had to agree 
with the Quran and reason. 

For Mu‘tazilites, the idea that one could examine the isnad of 
the hadith to know if it was reliable or not was preposterous. The 
Mu‘tazilite master Abu ‘AIT al-JubbaT (d. 303/915-16) was once 
asked to evaluate two hadiths narrated through the same isnad. He 
declared the rirst hadith authentic but rejected the second as false. 
When a surprised student asked al-JubbaT, ‘Two hadiths with the 
same isnad, you authenticate one and reject the other?’, ai-Jubba’1 
replied that the second one could not be the words of the Prophet 
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because 'tbe Quran demonsirates its falsity, as does the consensus of 
the Musluns and the evidence of reason. ,7 ° 

The M ai-haditk'% understanding of man’s relationship to reli- 
gion was the cooverse. Only by submittmg oneself completely to 
the imcorrupied ways of tbe Prophet and early Musiim community 
as transmioed tbough the isndd could one truly obey God and His 
Messenger. Unlike the Mu^taala, whom they saw as arrogantly glori- 
fying human reason, or the ahl al-ra V. whom they viewed as reject- 
ing or acceptmg hadiths arbitranly when it suited their legal opinion, 
che akt cU-hachth perceived themselves as ’cultivating the ways of the 
Messenger, fendmg off heretical umovanon and lies from revealed 
knowtedge.' 71 h was not man’s right to question the revealed religion 
that the Prophet brought and that was preserved from him through 
the isnad. We thos find the Companion ‘Imran b. Husayn (d. 52/672) 
instructing new Muslims that the Prophet had said, ‘Whoever is 
grimd fer[bykis hofly| wili be punished [for that mourning] 
{mum jundhu 'trt&yhi yn ^mdhdhab ^’ When a person questioned the 
reasoambleness of this mstion, ‘Imran replied, ‘The Messenger of God 
bas spoken the truth, and you have disbelieyedr 72 A defender of the 
akl ad-haditk against the Mu‘tazila, Ibn Qutayba (d. 276/889) states: 

We do not resort except to that to which the Messenger of God 
resorted. And we do oot reject whai has been transmitted authenti- 
caOy from him becanse it does not accord with our conjectures or 
seem correct to reasoo... we hope that in this lies the path to salvation 
and escape from tbe baseless whims of heresy. 73 

But we know from the examples above that early Sunni hadith critics 
did note problems in the meanings of certain hadiths. In their con- 
text, howeyer, it is dear why they couid not do so openly. The whole 
ptnpose of the isnad was to gnaramee that the Prophet said some- 
tbing withotit retying on man’s flawed reason. If hadith critics admit- 
ted that a hadith could have an authentic isnad but still be a forgery 
becanse its raeaning was nnacceptable, then they would be admitting 
tbat their ratkmalist oppcments were correct! If you could not have a 
strong isndd with a forged report, then any problem in the meaning 
of a hadith must mean that there was a problem in the isnad. When 
ahl al-kadith critics like al-BukhM came across a hadrth whose 
meaning they found unacceptable, they examined the isnad to find 
bow the error oecurred and listed thc hadith in the biography of that 
transmitter as evidence ofhis weakness. Ibn ‘Ad7 often states that the 
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questionable hadiths that a certain transmitter nanrates ‘demonstrate 
that he is unreliable ' 


The Emergence 0 /MawdO‘llt Books andOpen Content 
Criticism after 1100 CE 

Because early hadith criticism was so openly focused on the isnad 
as the primary means of authentication, it was very often difficult 
to tell when a critic was rejecting a whole Prophetic tradition or just 
one narration of that hadith. The term ‘unacceptable ( munkar)' for a 
hadith could mean that this version of the hadith narrated through a 
certain isnad was unreliable but other authentic versions existed, or 
thal the tradition was entirely forged. Another phrase used to reject a 
hadith, ‘it has no basis ( laysa lahu asl)' could mean that the hadith 
had no basis ffom that transmitter (but was well established firom oth- 
ers) or that the Prophetic tradition was baseless in generai. But even 
concluding that the terms munkar or la asl lahu denoted ‘forged’ does 
not necessarily mean that the critic found the meaning of the hadith in 
question unacceptable. As Ibn ‘Abd al-Barr (d. 463/1070) explained, 
‘How many hadiths are there with a weak isnad but a corrcct mean- 
ing?’ 74 Al-TirmidhT notes that Yahya al-Qattan had declared the foI- 
lowing hadith narrated by Anas b. Malik to be munkar: *A man said, 
“O Messenger of God, should I tie up [the camel] and trust in God or 
leave it ffee and trust in God.” The Prophet said, “Tie it op and trust 
in God.” ’ Al-Tirmidhl adds that this repoit was totally baseless ffom 
Anas, ‘but its likes have been narrated ffom another Corapanion ‘Amr 
b. Umayya al-Damri, from the Prophet.’ 75 

Starting in the late lOOOs, however, as the Mu‘tazilite rationalist 
threat faded ffom view and Sunni Islam emerged triumphant, hadith 
critics began writing books that rejected whole Prophetic traditions, 
often because their meanings were unacceptable. These books were 
known as works of mawdQ ‘J/, which listed ‘ mawdu\' or ‘forged’ 
hadiths. The earliest known mawditdt book, unfortunately lost to us, 
was that of Abu SaTd al-Naqqash al-Isbahan! (d. 414/1023). 76 The 
earliest surviving one is the Tadhkirat al-mawdu l at of Muhammad b. 
Tahir al-MaqdisT (d. 507/1113). Perhaps tlie most famous mawdu'dt 
work is the huge Kitdb al-mawdu^at of Ibn al-JawzI (d. 597/1201). 
A dawduat books Aourished in later Islamic times, with well-known 
works including the Ahddith al-da ‘Tfa of lbn Taymiyya (d. 728/1328), 
al-La ’dlt al-masnu 'a of al-SuyOtl, the Asrar al-marfu a of Mulla 1 All 
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Qari, tiie Fawd sdai-majmu a ofthe Yemeni Muhammad al-Shawkan! 
(d. 1834), and the Kitdb ai-athdr al-mmjua of the Indian ‘Abd al- 
Hay> ai-LaknawT (d. 1886-7). Some of these scholars wrote books 
on forged hadiths designed to be useful references for non-experts. 
'Umar b. Badr al-MawsilT (d. 622/1225), for example, wrote the book 
Sujpctng Omejrom Memorization andBooks on Issues on which there 
are So Reiiable HatĔths ( al-Mughm l an al-hifz wa al-kitab fimd lam 
yasihha shay fi al-bab). 

We start finding a willingness openly to reject hadiths because 
their meanmgs aie unacceptable in the early mawdu at book of al- 
iawzaqam (d. 543/1148-9), who states Every hadith that contradicts 
the S mma is cast away and the person who says it is rejected as a 
transnhtcen' 77 This process reached a plateau with the ai-Manar ai- 
mwdffi al-sahth wa al-dalf ( Tbe Lofty Lighthouse for Authentic 
and Weak Hadiths'), the mawduat book of Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya 
(d. 751/1350), who devoted a large section of the work to listing all 
the features of a hadidTs contents that demonstrated it was forged. 

Of course, fieely engaging in content criticism was opening a 
PandanTs box. A critic might fail into exactly that trap that the early 
ahl al-hadUh clauned they were avoiding: making man’s Aawed rea- 
son the arbiter of rdigions tnith. Although later critics would main- 
tam, as Ibu al-Jawri states, k any haditb that you see contradicting 
reason or fundamentai prineiples [of Islam], know that it is forged, ’ 
they woold also insist thal one should not be too hasty in such judg- 
ments. Afier all, the critic might not have grasped the proper way of 
reconciling such contradictions. 78 This tension between submitting 
one's reason to a transmitted text and using one’s reason to evaluate 
the texl’s authenticity has fiunished fertile ground for debate among 
Muslim achdars until today. 


LEYELS OF HADiTH, THEIR USES AND THE PRIORITIES 
OF THE HADITH TRADITION 

From the thne of Milik (d. 179/796) to the late ninth century, hadith 
critics conceived of hadhhs as falhng between two poles in terms 
of the strength of their isndds : sahih (‘sound,’ ‘authentic’) and da^J 
saqtm (‘weak’ or ‘unsoumi,’ Iiteraliy ‘sick’). In terms of their level 
of corroboration, critics described hadiths as being ‘well-known 
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(mashhur)' or ‘unacceptable, unknown ( munkar )’ ones. A hadith that 
was declared sahlh or mashhur represented the authenticated words 
of the Prophet, while weak or munkar hadiths were those not hilly 
established as emanating from him. 

It is dif!”icult to know exactly how early hadith crilics defmed.S(2/i/7j 
hadiths, since they were very laconic in their works. Ibn KJiuzayma 
defined the hadiths that he selected for his sahlh coilection as those 
‘that an upright ('adl) transmitter narrates from another upstanding 
transmitter continuously to [the Prophet] withoul any break in the 
Lsnad or any impugning of the transmitters. ,7,) LateT analysts such as 
Tbn al-Salah (d. 643/1245) and ibn Hajar al-‘AsqalanI (d. 852/1449) 
examined the methodologies of the early masters and deHned asahlh 
hadith as one narrated by an unbroken isnddoi reliable ( thiqa ) trans- 
mitters, namely those who combined upstandingness and accuracy, 
all the way back lo Prophet without any concealed flaws (‘j laf) or 
contradicting a more reliable source. 80 

For hadith scholars of the eighth and ninth centuries, any hadith 
that did not reach the standard of sahlh was declared ‘weak.’ The 
category of‘weak’ hadiths was thus very broad, ranging from hadiths 
whose isnads suggested they were forged to those with relatively 
minor flaws (see Figure 3.0). This helps explain why ahl al-hadlth 
jurists like Tbn Hanbal were willing to employ hadiths they them- 
selves described as ‘weak’ for deriving laws when no other evidence 
was available. The Iater scholar of Ibn Hanbal s school of law, Ibn 
Taymiyya (d. 728/1328), explains that weak hadiths fell into two cat- 
egories: 1) those that did not have a sahlh isnad but were still reliable 
enough that one could use them in law, 2) hadiths that were so unreli- 
able that they had to be set aside. 81 

Beginning with the work of al-Bukhan’s student Abu ‘Isa al- 
TumidhT (d. 279/892), hadith scholars developed a new name to 
describe the hadiths that were not sahlh but still strong enough to use 
as proof in Isiamic law: hasan , or ‘ fair. ’ Al-TirraidhJ describes a hasan 
hadith as one that ‘does not have in its isndd soraeone who is accused 
of lying or forgery, is not anomalous ( shadhdh ), and is narrated via 
more than one chain of transmission. ,R2 For al-Tirmidhl, a hasan hadith 
was thus a report whose isndd was not seriously flawed and enjoyed 
corroboration through other narrations, which mitigated the chances of 
a serious error creeping into the text of the reporL The later jurist and 
hadith scholar al-lChattabT (d. 388/998) described hasan hadiths as those 
‘with an established basis and whose transmitters were well-known.’ 83 
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All Sunni scholars have accepted both sahlh and hasan hadiths 
as compelling proof in matters of law. As we wil! discuss in Chapter 
6 on the role of hadith in theology, there was prolonged debate over 
whether hadiths narrated through a handful of isnads were reliable 
enough to mform Islamic dogma. 

Jusl as we do today. Muslim critics felt that certain topics required 
more strenuous efforts at authenticadon than others. From the times 
of early critics and ahl al-hadith jurists like Ibn al-Mubarak and Ibn 
Hanbai. it was accepted that hadiths that were not reliable enough to 
be admitted in discussions of law could still be used for other purposes. 
When Ibn al-Mubarak was asked what to do with the hadiths of one 
weak narrator, he replied that they should not be used as proof in legal 
discussions. ‘It is still.'however, ‘possible to narrate from him what he 
has on issues like good manners {adab\ goodly preaching (maw ‘Zza), 
pious abstemiousness (zuhd) and such things. ,§4 Ibn Hanbal stated: 

If we are tokl hadiths from the Messenger of God conceming what 
is permissible and forbidden, the sunan and laws, then we are strict 
with their isndds. But if we are told hadiths from the Prophet about 
the virtues of certain acts (fada 'il ai-a l maf ), or what does not create a 
mle or remove one, then we are Iax with the isnads . 83 

In addition to moralizmg or exhortatory preaching, the standards for 
hadh h authenticity also dropped for genres outside what was consid- 
ered the purview of musnad hadiths, or hadiths with full isnads origi- 
nating whh the Prophet and generally addressing legal issues. These 
included stories about the Prophet's campaigns and the subsequent 
Islamic conquests ( maghazl ), reports from Companions and Successors 
about the meanings of Quranic words or the contexts in which Quranic 
verses were revealed (tafslr) and stories foretelling the end of days 
( malahim ). As Ibn Hanbal stated, these three genres ‘had no basis 
(asl)' -namely, they often consisted ofstatements made by Companions 
or Successors. In other words, they were not Prophetic hadiths at all. 86 

Even when such reports were attributed to the Prophet, the critics’ 
staudards were lax. \faghdzl , along with what emerged as the genre 
of ‘history (tarlkh)f demanded less rigor because scholars did not 
feel that they impacted the core of the Lslamic tradition: law, dogma, 
aud ritual. Maldhtm hadiths, like hadiths dealing with good manners 
or urging Muslims to do good deeds, were admitted for use in teach- 
ing even if their contents were not reliable, because they encouraged 
Muslims to fear God. 
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Figure J.3 Rating of Haditlis and Their Uses among the Early and Later Hadith 
Critics 


Here we can note a remarkable feature of the way in which Sunni 
Muslims understood the boundaries of religion and prioritized the 
(unctions of scripture. Today we consider the stories that religious tra- 
ditions lell about the apocalypse and the means by which they propa- 
gate a moral vision of the world to be essential dimensions ofa faith. 
For Muslims in the classical period, however, they were merely tools 
by which scholars could purvey the true substance of Islam, which 
the hadith tradition was designed to preserve: iaw, ritual, and essential 
beliefs about God. 


ENTER LEGAL THEORY: MUSLIM LEGAL THEORISTS AND 
THEIR EFFECT ON HADITH CRITICISM 

Ahl al-hadith jurists like al-Shafi‘T, his student Ibn Hanbal and his 
student al-Bukhari understood well that one could not simply take 
every hadith that one heard from the Prophet as the law. Even if a 
legal hadith was authentic, the Prophet could have said it in a specific 
circumstance, intended it for a specific person, or changed the ruling 
mentioned in the hadith later on. Senior scholars were thus venerated 
not only for their knowledge of hadiths, but also for their ability to 
understand how those hadiths related to one another, fit under, added 
to or modiried Quranic rulings. Early expressions ofthe ahlal-hadith 
legal theory appear in the chapter of al-Bukhari’s Sahih on holding 
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fiast to the Quran and Sanna, and most emmently in aJ-ShfifiTs works 
the Umm aod the RlsuLl 

Another cradioon of legai tbeory developed parallel to that of the 
aki ai-hadtlh. Haoafi jurists of the ninth century, most of whom sub- 
scnbed to the NiuWilite raiionalist outlook, derived this system par- 
tially from the Helkmstic tradition ofphilosophy prevalent in the Near 
East before Isiam. In addition to the ahi ai-hadith division of hadiths 
into sakikjhasanidij ‘tf or mashhuHmunkar. the Hanafi/Mu k tazilite 
school of legal theory elaborated a gradated system based on the 
level of certaimy that various forms of reports conveyed. Reports 
about the past, whether hadithg or simply historical accounts, that were 
90 widespread that they couki not have been forged by any one group 
were called wtuiawStir (nmssivety transmitted) and yielded epis- 
temologBcally certain knowledge ( Um yaqm ). One might not have 
ever actuaily gone to China, but the number of reports that one has 
hoid abom a convey utter certamty that the place actually exists. 
There was a wide range of opinions among Mu c tazilite scholars 
about how many transmissions of a report were required to make it 
mutawdtir, wkh scholars asserting anywhere from four (the number 
of wimesses reqoned in Islamic law to prove a case of adultery) to 
seventy (the numbe r of people beheved to have accompanied Moses 
np Mount Sinai to receive the Ten Commandments). This number was 
reqmred at every stage of transmission. Any hadith that did not fulfrll 
the requirements for a mutawatir hadith was known as ShSd , or a 
hachth of indmdna] narrators. Unlike mutawatir hadiths, a/idJhadiths 
only yieided strong probability (zann) of what the report described. 

As we have seen, Mutazilites had no compunction about making 
contem cndcism the cemerptece of their method of hadith evalua- 
tion. The Hanafi judge c Is£ b. Aban (d. 221/836) thus argued that the 
early MusMm community rejected ahad reports that contradicted the 
Quran or estabtished Sunna, or described an event that would have 
been more widely reported had it really occurred. He also makes the 
verdict of reason the ultimate arbiler for judging the veracity of a 
report, not the isndd .* 1 

AhhooghSunnisconsideredMu c tazilisan to beaheresy, Mu‘tazilite 
legaltheory and itsperspective on hadiths bad a major impact on Sunni 
iegal theory. A seminal figure in Sunni legal theory and theology, Abu 
al-Hasan al-Aah c aii (d. 324/935-6), was a former Mu‘tazilite who had 
embraced the Stmni theological worldview and then used Mu‘tazilite 
rationalism to defend it The major architects of what is known as 
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the Jumhur (Majority) school of Sunni legal theory followed in his 
tbotsleps, essemially tailoring Mu l tazilite thought to the contours of 
Sunni belief. In the early lOOOs. two of the most influential ShafH 
legal theonsts, al-QadT ‘Abd al-Jabbar (d. 415/1025) and his student 
AbO al-Husayn aJ-Basri (d. 436/1044), were actually Mu‘tazilites in 
their conception of knowledge and theology. Their works in this field 
greatly informed the scholars who defined Sunni legal theory after 
them, such as al-JuwaynT (d. 478/1085) and his student Abu Hamid 
al-GhazalT (d. 505/1111). 

With the work of the hadith master al-KhatTb aJ-Baghd§dT (d. 
463/1071), the Mu'tazilite-inspired thinking of Sunni legal theorists 
entered Sunni hadith criticism. Specifically, al-KhatTb and all the 
theorists of hadith criticism who followed him adopted the division 
of hadiths into mutawatir and ahdd (which we will discuss in more 
depth in Chapter 6) along with the levels of certainty they yielded. 
Mutawatir hadiths yielded total certainty that the Prophet had in fact 
said the report, while ahad hadiths yielded only strong probability. 
This was, however, strong enough for them to be used in deriving 
law. 

Sunni legal theorists introduced a middle tier between ahdd and 
mutawdtir dubbed ‘wide-spread (mashhur or mustajid).' These 
hadiths were reports that started out as ahad, being transmitted by 
only a few people in the first few generations, before spreading 
out and becoming mutawatir. But because these hadiths had been 
accepted as reliable by the community of scholars, they were known 
to be authentic. This was based on the Sunni belief, phrased in the 
Prophet’s words, that ‘God will not let my commnnity agree on an 
error’ (see Chapter 5). Hadith criticism also absorbed the principles 
of content criticism described by Ibn Aban. 

The result of this merging was a composite tradition that joined two 
perspectives on hadith criticism that were originally in opposition, 
if not antithetical, to one another. Since the eleventh century, Sunni 
hadith criticism has therefore produced many intemal contradictions. 
The most prominent display of this schizophrenia has been theories 
of hadith criticism that do not correspond to the work of hadith crit- 
ics. We have already seen how the Sunni legal theorist’s definition of 
upstanding character (‘ addla) did not apply at all to the criteria that 
early hadith critics like al-BukhM used to determine the reliability 
of a narrator. In terms of content criticism, al-KhatTb al-Baghdadl 
afFirms the principles derived from Ibn Abin. Not once, however, 
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ld the course of his criticism of the thousands of hadiths m his vast 
History o/Baghdad, does al-Khatlb openly reject a hadith because its 
contems were unacceptable! As mentioned earlier, it was not until the 
mawdu ai work of al-JawzaqanI (d. 543/1148—9) and those who fol- 
lowed him that Sunni hadith critics actually overtly appiied rules of 
content criticism in the course of their hadith evaluations. Even then 
their use of conient criticism was Sraught with tension. 

The categories of mutawdtir and ahdd were similarly unsuitable 
for the hadith tradition, for essentially all hadiths were dhdd. As Ibn 
al-Salah (d. 643/1245), the most famous scholar of hadith criticism in 
the later penocL explained, ai most one hadith ( fc Whoever lies about 
me intentionally, let him prepare for himself a seat in HelLSre’) 
would meet the requirements for mutawatir No hadiths could actu- 
aily be described as being nanated by a large number of narrators 
ai every stage of their transmission. In fact, when Mu‘tazilites had 
insisted that hadiths be transmitted by a mere two people at every 
stage, the Sunni Ibn Hibban had accused them of trying to destroy the 
Sunna of the Prophet in its endrety. 89 


THE ‘BIG TENT’ OF THE LATE SUNNI TRADITION: 
INCREASED ACCEPTANCE AND USE OF WEAK HADITHS 

The absorption of Mu‘tazilite legal theory into the Sunni hadith tradi- 
tion in the lOOOs is indicatrve of the major changes that occurred in 
the later period ofhadith criticism. From the eleventh century onward, 
hadith critictsm would be characterized by an increasing distance 
from the methods of early critics. Especially with the solidification of 
the Late Sunni Tradition in the 1300s, we can see a tendency towards 
authenticating more and more hadiths that had previously been con- 
sidered outside the pale of usage. Partially explained by the broader 
perspectrve enjoyed by later critics and partially justitied by manipu- 
lations of the methods of hadith critics, hadith criticism became an 
increasingly ‘Big Tent’ of inclusivity. 

We note the beginning of the critical laxity of the later period in 
the Mustadrak collection of al-H5kim al-Naysaburi (d. 405/1014), 
in which the author claimed he had collected thousands of hadiths 
that met the authenticity requirements of al-Bukhari and Muslim. In 
reality, bowever, al-Hildm’s methods of authentication fell far short 
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of his two predecessors. He declared a hadilh authetuic if its isndd 
consisted of transmitters used in the SahJhayn or transmitters simi- 
lar to them. The later analyst Jamal al-DTn al^aylal (d. 762/1361), 
however, uncovered the weakness al the heart of al-Hakims strategy: 
he had relied on the same transmitters as al-Bukharl and Muslim, 
but he did not examine the hadiths for corroboration or ensure con- 
tiguous transmission. 1 * 0 According to al-DhahabT, only half of the 
Sdustadrak's contents were actually authentic. The other half was of 
dubious reliability. g ' 

Neglecting the need for corroboration has been a hallmark of 
later hadith criticism. Whereas a critic like al-Bukhari would accept 
a hadith narrated by only one chain of transmission as long as it con- 
sisted of master scholars like al-Zuhri and Malik, later critics often 
authenticated hadiths based on only one chain regardless of the infer- 
ior standing of some transmitters. Ibn AbT Hatim, Ibn ‘AdT, and other 
early critics had declared the hadith saying that ‘The most tmth- 
ful speech is that said after sncezing’ was weak or forged. Ln the 
thirteenth century, however, al-NawawT (d. 676/1277) argued for its 
reliability based on a solitary narration from the Musnadoi Abu Ya l la 
al-MawsilT (d. 307/919) even though one of its transmitters had been 
severely impugned. 92 

Later critics did have one tangible advantage over earlier critics. A 
later scholar like Jbn Hajar or al-SuyutT had access to works that con- 
solidated and synthesized the vast and diverse expanse of the hadith 
corpus as well as collections that might not have been withm reach of 
an early critic. As the case study at the endof this chapterdemonstrates, 
where early critics like al-Bukhari or al-Tirmidhl had access to only 
some narrations of a Prophetic tradition when they declared it weak, 
in the 1400s Tbn Hajar could take into consideration addihonal narra- 
tions that might raise that hadith to hasan orsahih status. Ibn al-Salah 
used the term ‘ hasan due to other narrations ( hasan li-ghayrihi)' and 
‘authentic due to other narrations (sahlh li-ghayrihi)' to describe this 
procedure. The twentieth-century Moroccan hadith scholar Ahmad 
al-Ghumarl (d. 1960) exemplified later scholars’ access to material 
out of the reach of an early critic by writing a book entitled ‘Not So 
(Laysa kadhalik)' in which he rebuts a series of statements that early 
critics like Ibn Hanbal made about transmitters and hadiths based on 
new evidence. 

Of course, while later critics could authenticate a hadith that had 
previously been considered unreliable, the opposite was theoretically 
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very difficult. When al-Bukharijudged a hadith to be sahlh y his deci- 
siou was based on infortnation about the hadith that may have been 
lost to hisiory. As Ibn Taymiyya explains, ‘whatever hadiths reached 
[early scholars] and thai they deemed authendc raay only have come 
down to us through unknown transmitters, broken isnads or not at 
all.How, then. could a later scholar quesdon the authentication of 
an earlier master? 

Not all the previous!y inaccessible evidence to which later hadith 
cndcs had access, however, was reliable according to the hadith criti- 
cal raethod. Scholars of the Late Sunni Tradidon raade large nurabers 
of hadiths admissible in religious discourse by exploiting the tremen- 
dous range of questionable hadiths found in the late musnad collec- 
dons of the tenth to twelfth centuries as well as the principle that 
weak hadiths were acceptable as proof on non-legal issues. Basing 
their argument on the above-mendoned stance of early masters like 
Ibn HanbaL leading late Sunni scholars like al-NawawT and al-Suyuti 
ail agreed that as loog as a hadith was not forged it could be used in 
any discussioa not concerning the prohibiuon and permissibility of 
an act 94 In order to raise a hadith to the level of admissibility in such 
cases, all a scholar had to do was prove that it was not forged - prov- 
ing that it was merely ‘weak’ sufficed. This was the course of action 
that al-Suyuri admitted to taking when he presented hadiths support- 
ing his argument that the Prophet’s parents were destined for Heaven 
even though they had never known Islam during their lives. 

In order to rehabiiitate a hadith that critics had earlier declared 
a forgery, one had to provide evidence that it had some ‘basis ( asl )’ 
in the earty Islamic tradition. For example, even though there might 
noi be enough evidence to trace a hadith authendcally to the Prophet, 
a weak hadith might be the resuJt of a Companion’s statement or an 
earty legal ruling that bad accidentally been attributed to Muhammad. 
It was sdll a legrtimale indicator of proper Islamic values. 

The most frequently cited sources for rinding such an 'asT for 
a hadith were the Musnad al-Shihab of al-OudST and the Musnad 
al-Firdaws of al-Daylami, both late works infamous for the unreli- 
ability of their contents. When MuIlS ‘AR QSri sought to argue that the 
hadith ‘ Wiping one’s neck (dnring abiutions] is protection against 
fetters (on the Day of Jndgment] (mash al-raqaba aman min al- 
ghUl),' which al-NawawT had said was forged and which other critics 
had declared a Companion statement, he announced that a Prophetic 
yersion was found in the Musnad al-Firdaws and thus that the hadith 
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was weak, not forged. * And weak hadiths,’ he added, k are acted on by 
consensus for establishing the virtues ofactions.’^ 

When attempnng to raise a weak hadith to the status o^hctsan due 
to other narrations,’ Lhe evidence to which later critics often resorted 
were the nanations that earlier critics like [bn ‘AdT or al-Bukhari had 
listed in their weak transmitter collections to show a certain person’s 
flawed hadiths! Although the early masters Ibn Ma‘Tn, al-Bukhari, 
Abu Zur‘a al-RazI, al-TirmidhT, Ibn ‘AdT, al-Daraqutm, and al-KhatTb 
al-Baghdadl all declared that various versions of the hadith ‘I am the 
city of knowledge and ‘AIT is its door* were baseless, later critics 
such as al-‘Ala’T, Ibn Hajar, and al-SuyutT all agreed that, when taken 
together, these narrations made the hadith hasan. % 

The (Tnal mearts by which hadiths achieved exaggerated author- 
ity in the Late Sunni Tradition was the exploitation of the concept of 
mutawatir reports. 11 was accepted by consensus among Sunn i scholars 
that if a report had reached the level otmutawatir it was utterly certain 
that the Prophet had said it. Although scholars like Ibn al-Salah had 
declared that no such hadith existed in actuality, al-SuyutT coraposed a 
collection titled al-Aihar al-mutanathira ji al-ahddith al-mutawatira 
(The Scattered Flowers of Massively Transraitted Hadiths) in which 
he included 111 hadiths he declared mutawatir because ten or more 
Companions had narrated it firom the Prophet. But a mutawatir hadith 
had to have such a number of isnads at every level of transmission, 
and not all the chains of transmission that al-SuyutT used as evidence 
were reliable to begin with. Because the concept of mutawatir was so 
ambiguous, later critics frequently abused the label to argue for the 
undeniable authenticity of a hadith they were citing. Although earlier 
scholars had agreed that the hadith ‘My community will not agree 
on an error’ lacked any fully sahlh isnads , ‘Abdallah al-Ghumari (d. 
1993) claimed that it was mutawatir. 

How do we explain seemingly deceptive tactics like the exploit- 
ation of weak hadiths by late Sunni scholars? Were they not pious 
defenders of the hadith tradition, whose whole purpose was ‘to ward 
off lies from the Prophet of God’? Although we might note that the 
Late Sunni Tradition was very permissive with hadiths, scholars like 
al-SuyOtT felt they were on firm ground. In the case of the Prophet’s 
parents going to heaven, after all, al-SuyutT did not just have hadiths 
in mind when attempting to prove his case. He had the whole heri- 
tage of Islamic thought at his disposal, such as Quranic verses say- 
ing that ‘No bearer of burdens will bear the burdens of another’ and 
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theological pnnciples such as the Sunni tenet that people bom in 
a communit\ betbre its prophet arrives will not be held accountable 
for ignorance of God s religion. As we shall see in Chapter 5, in the 
early penod of Lslam. if the lMuslim community^s practice agreed 
with a hadith then that hadith was considered reliable even if its 
isnud was poor. This was the same approach taken by the Late Sunni 
Tradition; if centuries of Muslim scholars had agreed that the mean- 
\ng of a hadith was accurate, then ascribing it to the Prophet was 
acceptable as well. As Ibn al-Qayyim said, such a hadith, ‘even if it 
has not been established as reliable, the fact that it has been acted on 
m ail regions and eras with no rejection is sufficient for us to act on 
it. ,,,7 Of course, this assumes that those centuries of Muslim scholars 
were right! 


AUTHENTICATLNG HADITHS BY DREAMS OR INSPIRATION 

Islamic civilization has accorded great credence to dreams or inspired 
visions in which Muslims encounter the Prophet This is based on 
two sahih hadiths: ‘Nothing of prophethood wiO remain after me 
eicept righteons nigbtly dreams, and 4 Whoever has seen me 
in a dream has seen me whiie awake, for indeed Satan does not 
assnme my form.’" Seeing the Prophet in a dream is thus a reliable 
eiperience with probative value. Muslim jurists and legal theorists, 
bowevet, have agreed unanimously that, while a vision of the Prophet 
may reveal truths to someone concermng personal matters, it cannot 
have any effect on law or fonnal relationships. It cannot excuse you 
firom work or school. 

In the first few centuries of the hadith tradition, dreams and 
visions therefore played a coloriul but ultimately superricial role in 
hadith authentication. Al-Tabaram had a dream in which he asked the 
Prophet about the status of the hadith, ‘The believers in their mercy 
towards one another are iike a man part of whose body is in pain 
- the rest of his body feels the pain.’ The Prophet replied ‘ SahJh , 
sahTh, sahlhl ’ This hadith, however, had already been authenticated 
by al-BukhirT and Muslim, so al-TabaranI’s inspired vision effected 
no change in its standing. 100 

The Late Snrmi Tradition was characterized by a more prominent 
and novel method of Cacilitating hadith authentication: illuminating 
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inspiration, or k kashf (literally, ‘unveiling’). This method was devel- 
oped by the iniluential and highly controversial Sufi systematizer 
Ibn ‘ArabT (d. 638/1240). For Ibn ‘Arabl, receiving revelatory inspi- 
ration( /cashj) tromcontactwithGodsultimatetruthasreAectedmthe 
‘Muhammadan reality’ (see Chapter 7), was one of the three means 
by which a human could acquire sound religious knowledge. Unlike 
the other two methods, rational investigation and prophetic revelation, 
however, kashf allowed the saint on whom God bestowed this power 
to place the knowledge attained by these other methods in their proper 
place. 101 

As Ibn ‘ArabT explained, weak hadiths are not valid proofs 
because they lack a reliable isnad . But some of these reports might 
in fact be real sayings of the Prophet that have gone unrecognized 
because of poor transmitters. If one could find a reliable isnad for 
such a hadith, then it could be acted on. A saint who receives direct, 
unveiling knowledge from God is like a Companion hearing this 
hadith from the Prophet, except that he hears it from the etemal 
Prophetic light. His inspiration can inform him that the Prophet 
actually said that hadith since, like a Companion, the saint is actu- 
ally in the Prophet’s presence. 

Like other legal theorists, however, Ibn ‘Arabl acknowledges that 
a hadith authenticated by te/i/cannot be used in legal arguments. But 
he does contend that Jcashf can reveal to a saint that a certain hadith 
that had been authenticated by traditional hadith criticism was in fact 
forged. 102 

Hadith critics of the Late Sunni Tradition adopted Ibn ‘Arabl’s 
belief that inspiration provided proof that a hadith was authentic 
provided that it did not affect law, although the technique has found 
little use outside the work of a few scholars like the North African 
Sufi ‘Abd al-'AzTz al-Dabbagh (d. 1719) (who claimed to have 
heard hadiths from the Prophet via the sole intermediary of the 
enigmatic character of Muslim legend, Khidr). 103 Almost no critics 
have accepted that kashf could overrule a sahlh ruling arrived at 
by the traditional methods of hadith criticism. Some scholars have 
squarely rejected any allowance for kashf in hadith - the Egyptian 
Malikl scholar Muhammad ‘Illaysh (d. 1882) stated, ‘There is 
no room for such laxity in the religion of God, and sainthood 
and miracles have no role in this issue [of hadith authentication]. 
Rather, recourse is to the hadith masters knowledgeable about this 
matter.’ 104 
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APPLYING HADITH CRITICISM TO THE REST OF ISLAMIC 
CIVILIZATION: TAKHRlJ AND MUSHTAHIR BOOKS 

By ihe 1200s the coUection of hadiths had come to an end, and hadith 
scholars devoted themselves to consolidation, commentary, and criti- 
cism. With the hadith canon firmly established, hadith critics tumed 
their attention away from hadith collecdons and towards the manner 
in which other areas of Islamic scholarship used hadiths. ln books 
of takhrij , a rash of which appeared during the 1300s and 1400s, a 
hadith scbolar took a book from another genre and discussed the sta- 
tus of the hadiths it contained. Since few books outside hadith col- 
lecdons teatured isndds when they quoted hadiths. takhrJj books first 
provided all the hadith collections that provided chains of transmis- 
sion for a hadith and then discussed its reliabiiity. 

The earliest known takhry book was the work that ‘Abd al-‘AzIm 
al-Mundhin (d. 656/1258) devoted to the Muhadhdhab, a major 
work of Shafn law written by AbO Ishaq al-Sh!razi (d. 476/1083). 
Many takhrij books devoted to works of Islamic substantive law 
followed. The Hanafi al-ZaylaT produced his famous Nasb al-raya 
(Erecting the Standard), a takhrij of the hadiths in the Hidaya , a for- 
mati yp Hanafi law book by al-Marghlnam (d. 593/1196-7). Ibn al- 
Mulaqqin (d. 804/1401) and Ibn Hajar wrote their Badr al-mumr and 
Talkhis al-habir respectively, both devoted to the hadiths included in 
the major ShafiT legal text of al-RafiT. Several takhrJj books dealt 
with the hadiths cited in prominent books of legal theory, such as 
Ibn Kathlr's Tuhfat al-talib , which addressed the contents of Ibn al- 
Hajibs abridged treadse on legal theory. Ibn Hajar also devoted a 
takhrjj work to the Kashhd/, the famous Quranic commentary by 
aI-Zamakhshari (d. 538/1144). Renowned Sufi texts also attracted 
takhrij '$. Ibn Hajar’s teacher Zayn al-DIn al-‘lraql (d. 806/1404) 
wrote a very critical takhrij of the hadiths that the great Sufi al- 
Ghazafi had used as proof in his famous but controversial manifesto, 
the Ihya ’ 'ulum al-dtn (Revival ofthe Religious Sciences). Ibn Hajar's 
student, Shams al-Dln al-Sakhawl (d. 902/1497), wrote a takhrij of 
al-SulamTs popular Forty Hadith collection on Sufism. 

Later hadith scholars also directed their hadith criticism towards 
Muslim society as a whole. A whole genre of books emerged that took 
takhrij ‘to the streets,’ examining hadiths that were widespread in 
Musiim society. Ibn al-JawzL, Ibn Taymiyya, and al-‘lraql each wrote 
a book analyzing and criticmng the ofien baseless hadiths recited by 
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popular storytellers ( qussas ). Books of'mushtahir,' or ‘well-known,’ 
Kadiths examined hadiths popular in everyday Muslim life in order 
to detemiine if they had any basis in the Prophet’s speech and judge 
their reliability. Badr al-DTn al-Zarkash! (d. 794/1392) wrote the first 
known book in this genre. Al-SakhawT’s al-Maqasid al-hasana and 
lsmaTl al-‘AjlOnT’s (d. 1748-9) Kashf al-khafa' are the most famous 
books on mushtahir hadiths. 


A CASE STUDY IN HADITH CRITICISM: CAN YOU PUT 
YOUR SHOES ON STANDING OR NOT? 

Having traced the origins and development of Sunni hadith criti- 
cism, let us take a look at their methods in action. Our case study for 
determining the status of a hadith is the report ‘The Prophet iorbade 
people from puttiog on their shoes while standing (naha Rasul 
Allah ‘an yanta l ila al-rajul qa'iman ),’ which appears in the Sunans 
of Ibn Majah, al-TirmidhT, and Abu Dawtid, as well as the TarJkh al- 
kabir of al-Bukhan and the Musnado{ Abu Ya‘la al-MawsilT. 

This was not seen as an extremely important legal issue. Even those 
who upheld the authenticity of the hadith maintained that the Prophet 
was suggesting that people put on their shoes while seated because this 
was easier. But the question was the subject of some disagreement: 
the Tabaqat of Ibn Sa‘d and the Musannajs of Ibn AbT Shayba and 
‘Abd al-Razzaq al-San‘anT include reports that Aisha and the promi- 
nent Successor scholars Ibn StrTn, IbrahTm al-Nakhal, and al-Hasan 
al-BasrT all saw no problem with putting on one’s shoes while stand- 
ing. The Companion Abu Hurayra and the early scholar Yahya b. AbT 
ICathTr, however, are reported to have discouraged the practice. 

The Muslim hadith critic’s first step in evaluating a Prophetic trad- 
ition would be to collect all the available narrations of the report. 
These could be scattered everywhere from hadith collections to books 
of law, history, or Quranic exegesis. Once this was done, the critic 
would organize all these narrations according to the Companions who 
narrated them, since the transmission of each Companion is techni- 
cally a hadith distinct from those of other Companions, who might 
have heard the report from the Prophet at another time. The critic 
would then examine the hadith of each Companion one by one to 
establish its reliability. 
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| Musannaf of Ibn Abl Shayba 

Abu Hdtim al-RJhl (d. 890) 
said that he preferred the 
transmissions of‘AtT b. 
Muhammad over those of 
Ibn Abl Shayba on issues 
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AbG Murayra 
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AbQ Sttlih 
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(Weak) 
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Salama b. HabTb (Unknown) 
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Flgurc 3.4 Hadilh Prohibiiing Putting on one’s Shoes while Standing: the Transmission of Abu Hurayra 
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Flgure 3.5 Hadith Prohibiting Putting on one's Shoes while Sianding: the Trans- 
mission of Anas b. Malik 


To accomplish this, the critic would trace the difFerent narrations 
of the various Successors from the Companion in question, then the 
narrations from the oext generation after the Successor, etcetera , start- 
ing with the latest person in the isnad and working towards the source 
to evaluate the quality of the isnad. The critic would ask: is each link 
reliable? Did each link hear hadiths from their supposed source? If 
any narration from the Companion has a fatal flaw, such as a seriously 
weak transmitter or a clear break in the isnad, then it would be inadmis- 
sible as evidence. If a narration had a transmitter who was criticized 
fora lesser failing such as occasional enors or a bad memory, the critic 
would keep this narration in mind for consideration in comparison 
with the other narrations from the Companion or the Successor. 

If there were some disagreement in wording or form between the 
different versions of the narration frora the Companion, then the critic 
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Ibn ai-Oandn aJ-Fdsi 
(d 1231) notes that 
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Jibir b. ‘Abdallah 

Abu al-Zubayr al-MakkJ 
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Abu Ahmad al-Zubayri 


M ubammad b. ‘Abd aJ-Rahlm 


Ruling: this 
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Sunan of Abd DflwQd 


Rpre 3.6 Hadilh Prohibiting Putting on one s Shoes while Standing: the Trans- 
mwaion of Jabir b/Ahdallah 


woukl use the vanous strengths and weaknesses of the competing 
narratioRS, along with any data gleaned from weaker versions main- 
tained for consideration, to choose the most reliable version. This 
task wouLd then be performed for the next Companion’s transmission 
from the PropheL Once oneCompanion’s hadith has been verified, the 
hadith is considered sahJh or hasan depending on its strength. lf, in 
additioa to one Companion s hasan narration, another Compamon’s 
narraiion was acceptabke as well, then this coukl raise the tradition as 
a whole to the level of sahih. 

Let us first examine the narration of Abu Hurayra (see Figure 3.4). 
We see that three Successors supposedly narrated this hadith from 
Abd Hurayra: Abu Saiih, ‘Ammar b. Abl ‘Ammar and ‘Urwa b. ‘All 
aJ-Sahml. We can immediately dismiss the narrations of ‘Ammar 
b. AbT ‘Ammai and ‘Urwa b. ‘AIT al-Sahml, for al-Tirmidhl and 
al-Bukhari agree that the former is weak because of the presence in its 
isnddo f al-Hdrith b. Nubhln, whom critics agree was unreliable. The 
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pigure 3.7 Kadith Prohibiling Putting on one*s Shoes while Standing: the 
Transmission of Ibn ‘Umar 

narration of ( Urwa b. ‘AlT is similarly baseless, for al-Bukhari says it 
enjoys no corroboration, and there are two unknown transmitters in 
the isnad. 

This leaves us with the narration of Abu Salih from Abu Hurayra. 
Here, however, we fmd disagreement among the two narrations from 
Abu Salih’s isndd. The version that Ibn AbT Shayba recorded from 
Abu Mu‘awiya in his Musannaf is not a Prophetic hadith at all, 
but rather the opinion of Abu Hurayra. The version that Ibn Majah 
recorded from his teacher ‘AlT b. Muhammad, from Abu Mu‘awiya, 
however, is a Prophetic hadith. Which version is correct? Both Ibn 
AbT Shayba and ‘ AlT b. Muhammad are respected and reliable hadith 
scholars; is there any way to judge whose version should be taken? 

Ibn AbT Shayba was one of the most prominent hadith transmitters 
ofhis generation, while ‘ AlT b. Muhammad served only as a source for 
hadith collectors in the northem Iranian cities of Rayy and the Qazvin, 
where he became an important source for Ibn Majah. Although the 
rigorous critic Abu Hatim al-RazT, who studied with both Ibn Abl 
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Shayba and AU b. Muhamma d. felt that 4 Alt was more reliable for 
hadiths conceroing the virtues of actions and righteous behavior, Ibn 
Abl Shayba was in general in command of more hadiths and pos- 
sessed of a better understanding of his craft. Because the hadith of 
puttmg on ones shoes is a legal issue, Abu Hatim’s testimony would 
lead us to tncline towards Ibn Abi Shayba s mawquf (Companion) 
version of the report More important, however, is the conclusion 
of the great cribc al-DaraqutnI, wbo introduces another Companion 
yersion of tbe report narrated from al-A l mash by Ibrahlm al-Ru’asI. 
Since it is the Compamon version that enjoys corroboration and the 
preponderance of evidence, al-DaraqutnI concludes that the hadith is 
reaUy the opinion of Abu Hurayra and not a Prophetic hadith. 

Turoing tt> the narradon of the hadith from the Prophet by Anas b. 
Malik (see Ftgure 3.5), found in al-TirmidhJ’s Jami and the Musnad 
of Abu Ya‘la al-MawsiU. we see thai al-Tirmidhl and al-BukharT cat- 
egoncaily state that this narradon by Ma‘mar from Qatada has no 
bask {asl). Al-Tirmidhl does not even think the narration is worth- 
while enough co tnibnn us of his immediate source for this particular 
yenskm. in the case of Abu Ya‘ll’s narratzon, rt seems probable that 
Suiayman b. ‘Ubaydaiiah. deemed weak by many critics, erred in his 
nanarion from his fathgr and turoed a Successor opinion transmitted 
by Mamar mto a Prophedc hadith. 

The transmission of the report from Jabir b. ‘Abdallah is also not 
admissible as proof of the hadith’s reliability (see Figure 3.6). The 
hadith was transmitted from Jabir by Abu al-Zubayr al-Makkl, who 
dkl not hear ail the satdfa of Jabir from him through direct transmis- 
skhl This means that, unkss Abu al-Zubayr explicitly states that he 
beard dns hadith anraOy from JSbir, there is too much chance that Abu 
al-Zubayr could commit an error in his recepdon of the report for his 
tesdmony to be reliable. 

Of the three versions we have examined so far, one has tumed out 
tt> be a Companion opinion in reality and two are unreliable. This 
is not the case, however, for the hadith narrated by the Companion 
Ibn Umar in Ibn Majah’s Sunan (see Figtzre 3.7). The isnad of this 
narradon seems to be extremely strong - all its transroitters were 
highly respected, and there are no evident breaks in the isnad. So far 
the first two steps of the three-dered hadith critical method (Is there 
an isnacH Who is in the isnddT) have proceeded successhully. 

Bm there seems to be no corroboration for this transmission. This 
Bcems very odd in light of how famoos the scholars in the isndd were 
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and how prolittcally they transmitied hadiths. It seems very unlikely 
that onjy one person would transmit this frora SufySn al-Thawri, who 
was the most sought-after scholar of his day. It is equally bizarre that 
only one person would transmit this hadith from Wakf, who was 
another pillar of hadith transmission. 

Should this lack of corroboration from scholars who, it would 
seem, should have students spreading this hadith far and wide, lead 
us to doubt the reliability of this report from Ibn 'Umar? The nature 
of these transmitters’ relationships with one another lessens our wor- 
ries. WakT was the leading disciple of Sufyan, so much so that he 
was called ‘The Transmitter of Sufyan ( rawiyat Sujyan ),’ and when 
Sufyan died Wakf took up his place teaching in the mosque. Although 
‘AIT b. Muhammad was not as famous as these two earlier genera- 
tions, he was in Kufa for many years with Wakf and did not emigrate 
from the city to his new home in Qazvin until after Wakf’s death. 
None of the transmitters in the isndd , then, were smdents who studied 
only briefly with their sources for the hadith; all were long-term stu- 
dents or senior disciples, so it is not surprising that they might have 
heard some hadiths from their teachers that other students who had 
less exposure to them did not. The report from Ibn ‘Umar thus seems 
reliable. Its lack of corroboration may cause us enougb concem, how- 
ever, to deem it hasan instead of sahlh. 

This is, in fact, how many later hadith critics judged tliis hadith. Al- 
NawawT and al-‘IraqT called it hasan. AI-‘IraqT’s smdent, the famous 
Ibn Hajar, notes that while some of the transmissions of the report 
are weak the tradition is ‘established (ma‘rw/).’ Al-BusTri states that 
the hadith is sahlh based mainly on the transmission of Ibn ‘Umar in 
the Sunan of Ibn Majah. The modem hadith scholars al-Albanl and 
Khaldun al-Ahdab also deem the hadith authentic. 


SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER READING 

For further information on hadith criticism and its historical devel- 
opment, see Ignaz Goldziher’s Muslim Studies II , Muhammad 
Siddiqi’s Hadith Literature (Cambridge, 1996), Eerik Dickinson’s 
The Development of Early Sunnite HadTth Criticism (Leiden, 2001), 
and Jonathan Brown’s The Canonization of al-Bukharl and Muslim 
(Leiden, 2007). For a work specifically discussing the contributions 
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of Sunni hadith cntics, see Scott Lucas, Constmctive Critics, Hadith 
Literature and the Articulaiion of Surmi Isiam (Lciden, 2004). See 
also Brown, ‘Cndcai Rigor Vs. Juridical Pragmatism,’ lslamic Law 
and Society 14, no. 1 (2007), pp.1^1; and ‘How We Know Early 
Hadith Cndcs Did Matn Criticism and Why it’s So Hard to Find,' 
Islamic Law and Society 15 (2008), pp. 143-184. 

Eerik Dickinson has translated one of the most important Muslim 
iexis on the technical tenns of hadith study, the Muqaddima of Ibn 
alrSalah, into English under the dtie An Introduction to the Science of 
Hadith (Reading, UK, 2005). James Robson has also translated an ear- 
lier and shorter mmiial on hadith cridcism by al-HSkim al-Naysaburi 
endtled An Imroduction to the Science ofTradition (London: Luzac 
& Co., 1953). A recent example oftradidonal Muslim hadith criticism 
is ZafarAhmad al-Tahdnawrs (d. 1974) Qawa ’idfi Ulum al-Hadith: 
Principies of the Sciences of Hadith (London: Turath Publishing, 
forthcoming). Ibn al-Jawn’s fascinating book on storytellers, popular 
preachers, and their abuse of hadiths has been translated into English 
by Merlin Swaitz as Ibn al-Jawzi 's Kitab ai-Qussds wa l-Mudhakkirin 
(Bemit Dar El-Machreq, 1986). 
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PROPHETIC TRADITIONS IN SHIITE ISLAM 


INTRODUCTION 

Muhammad’s authority to interpret definitively the meaning of the 
Quran and instruct Muslims did not disappear when he died. It con- 
tinued in the form of an inheritance left to the Muslim community. To 
a large extent, sectarian divisions in Islam have revolved around com- 
peting claims over who should assume this role of authoritative inter- 
preter. The tradition that became Sunni Islam offered one answer: the 
community as a whole, represented by the ulema (the Muslim schol- 
arly class), was heir to Muhammad. Their collective interpretation of 
Islam, expressed through consensus (ijma T was as definitive as the 
Quran or the Prophet’s edicts. 

The tradition that would become Shiite Islara proposed a diSerent 
answer: the family of the Prophet had inherited his authority, which 
was held by select members of the family known as imams. The first 
imam was ‘AlTb. AbTTalib (d. 40/660), Muhammad’s cousin and the 
husband of his daughter Fatima, through whom all descendants of 
the Prophet trace their ancestry. Shiites maintain that the Prophet had 
imparted his knowledge to ‘AIT, and through ‘AlT to his descendants. 
When one of these revered descendants, Musa al-Kazim (d. 183/799), 
was asked if the Prophet had brought mankind all the knowledge they 
would require to understand their religion and if any of that had been 
lost, he replied, ‘No, it is with his family.’' Musa’s father, Ja‘far al- 
Sadiq (d. 148/765), had given the same answer. The Quran contains 
the answers to all questions, he said, ‘but men’s minds cannot grasp 
them.’ For an imam in whose veins the Prophet’s esoteric knowledge 
of God’s will runs, however, he can see these answers in the Quran ‘as 
easily as he looks at his own palm.’ 2 
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Hadiths were one medium for transmitting the Prophet’s legacy 
through the generations of his community as they expanded outwards 
from Medina in time and space. Since Shiism had a diPTerent vision 
of the heirs to the Prophet's authority, it is no surprise that the Shiitc 
hadith tradition differs greatly from its Sunni counterpart. As the 
majority ofthe world’s Shiites subscribe to the lmami, or Ithna 'asharl 
(‘TweKer,’ so called because it traces the Prophetic authority through 
twelve imams ) creed, and since Imami hadith scholarship has dwarfed 
that of other Shiite sects, in this chapter we will focus mainly on the 
Imami Shiite hadith tradition. We will then turn our attention briefly 
to Zaydi Shiite hadith scholarship. As in the previous chapters, men- 
don of ‘auihentic' or Torged’ hadiths refers to Muslim standards for 
reliability, not Western historical ones. 

In Sunni lslam, hadiths were reports transmitted from the only 
individual that Sunnis deemed infallible: the Efrophet Muhammad. In 
Imami Shiite Islam, the infallibility of the Prophet lived on in the form 
of the imams, each one appointing one of his sons as the next imam. 
Not only were these imams therefore the best source for sayings of the 
Prophet, they themselves were sources of their own hadiths. The vast 
majarity of Imami Shiite hadiths thus occur in one of three forms: 

1 A hadith of the Prophet is transmitted through an isnad made up of 
the imams after him. 

2 The saying ofan imam is transmitted from him by later imams. 

3 The saytng ofan imam is transmitted from hiro via an isnad ofhis 
followers. 


1. ‘AIIb. AbTTUib 
2. al-Hasan 3. al-Husayn 

4. ‘AH Zayn al-‘AbicHn 

5. Muhammad al-Baqir 

6. Ja'far al-S3diq 

7. MQs3 aI-Kflzim 

8. 'AIT al-Rida 

9. Muhammad al-TaqT 

10. ‘Afial-NaqT 

11. al-Hasan al-‘AskarT 

12. Muhammad al-MahdT: the Hidden imam 


F1ptre 44 Tbe TweJvc Imatm 
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Figure 4.1 Forms of Imami Shiiie Hadilhs 


Whether a hadith originated with the Prophet or an imam, or whether 
or not the isnad between an imam and the Prophet was complete was 
of no importance. After all, imams were infallible and spoke with 
the inherited authority of the Prophet. A famous Shiite hadith makes 
this amply clear. The sixth imara, Ja‘far al-Sadiq, is reported to bave 
said: 

My hadilhs are the hadiths of my father, and the hadiths of my father 
are the hadiths of my grandfather, and the hadiths of ray grandfather 
are the hadiths of al-Husayn, and the hadiths of al-Husayn are the 
hadiths of al-Hasan, and the hadiths of al-Hasan are the hadiths of 
the Commander of the Faithfiil (‘AIT b. AbTTalib) (s), and the hadiths 
of the Commander of the Faithful are the hadiths of the Messenger 
of God (s), and the hadiths of the Messenger of God are the words of 
God most high. 3 

Shiites also sometimes narrated hadiths from the Prophet via his 
Companions in the same manner as Sunnis. But as we will discuss 
below, this was generally done for polemical purposes. There was 
little reason for Shiites to rely on the all-too-fallible Companions of 
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the Prophet when they believed that the imams who descended from 
him were immune to deception or misguidance. 


THE DEVELOPMENT 0F EARLY SHllTE HADITH 
LITERATUILE 

Three major events defined the Imami Shiite community and had 
a formative inAuence on its hadith tradition. First, the failure of the 
eariy Muslims to acknowledge collectively that ‘AIT and his descen- 
dants should have been the righttul political and religious rulers in 
Islam made ihe idealistic Sunni vision of the early Muslim community 
untenable. Unlike the categoncal trust that Sunnis placed in the reli- 
abihty of the Companions as hadith transmitters, Shiites believed that 
even this founding generation had failed. Any Companion who did not 
support ‘ AU’s claim to succeed the Prophet was at best complicit with 
injustice, ai worst an active denier of the truth. 

Second, for the Imami Shiites, like other Shiite groups who iden- 
tified religious leadership with the Prophet’s descendants, this reli- 
ance on the family of the Prophet resulted in a crisis when the line 
of imams seemed to come to an end. In 260/874, Hasan al-‘Askari, 
the eieventh imam, died in captivity in the Abbasid court. A young 
man, he had no heir that the public knew of. The Shiite imams had 
served as the authoritative interpreters of the Quran, the Prophet’s 
legacy, and Islam in general fortheir followers. Who now would meet 
this need? Some members of the Shiite community claimed that the 
eleventh imam had indeed had a son, who had been hidden away by 
the community from the Abbasid caliph. Tired of the unjust and iniq- 
uitous world, the infanl boy had vanished in an underground cave in 
Samarra, to retum in the future as the rightly guided Messiah (Mahdi) 
and ‘fill the world with justice as it had been filled with injustice.’ 
In the coming decades, certain members of the community claimed 
to be in contact with the ‘Hidden Imam,’ even delivering questions 
posed by members of the community to him. Eventually the promi- 
nent Shiite noble Ibn Rawh al-Nawbakht! formalized this function, 
announcing that he and two predecessors were ‘ambassadors (sajir)' 
of the Hidden Imam. 4 

In 329/941 the third fonnative event occurred: the last of the 
ambassadors’ died. This controversial office, claimed disputably by 
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raany, proved too problematic to both the Hidden Iraara and his com- 
munity, and all contacl between the two would be cut ofF until the 
lmam’s retum. The lasl ‘ambassador’ informed his followers soon 
before his death that the Hidden Imam had instructed him that anyone 
Crom that point on who claimed contact with the Lmam was a ffaud. 5 
The Shiite community, who had held that God would not leave His 
community without an authoritative inteq)reler of His religion, found 
itself completely alone. This duty would now fall upon the shoulders 
of the scholars. Although not in contact with him, they would act as 
the Hidden ImanTs regents until his retum. 

lt is in this period of crisis, beginning with the initial disappear- 
ance of the twelfth imam and reaching a crescendo with his ultimate 
occultation (passing into a state of supematural seclusion), that we 
fmd the earliest development of Imami Shiite doctrine and hacliih. 
First, the Imami community, with its centers at Qumm and Rayy in 
Iran, would have to distinguish itse!f from other Shiite groups who 
believed that it was in fact earlier imams who had represented the 
end of the earthly Alid line and would retum as the awaited Mahdi. 
Hasan b. Musa al-Nawbakhtls (d. between 300-310/912-922) and 
Sa‘d b. Abdallah al-QummT’s (writing 292/905) ninth-century books 
on various sects of the Shiites are the first surviving articulations of 
Imami doctrine. These books seek to carve out a doctrinal identity for 
the Imami Shiites that distinguishes them firom both the earlier Shiite 
extremist groups, such as those that believed that ‘AIT was divine, as 
well as the groups such as the Ismailis (many of whom awaited the 
retum of the imam lsma‘Tl, the brother of the seventh imara Musa 
al-Kazim, whom they claimed was in occultation) and the Waqfiyya 
sect, who believed that it was Musa al-Kazim who had gone into 
occultation. 

Furthermore, who was this twelfth ‘Hidden’ imam, unknown to all 
but a few prominent Shiites, and what was the nature of his occulta- 
tion? Even many of the Shiite families who had believed in the imam- 
ate of the Hidden Imam’s father al-Hasan al-‘AskarT did not know 
the answer to these questions. The scion of a great Shiite family of 
Qumm, rbn Babawayh (d. 381 /991), attempted to clarify these points 
to his coramunity in his Epistle on Beliejs , which comprehensively 
formuiated the doctrine of Imamis. 6 

What heritage did Imami Shiite scholars like Ibn Babawayh have 
to draw on in their efforts to defme Imami law and doctrine? Like 
many pious Muslims in the first three generations of Islam, those 
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individuals who believed thai the family of the Prophet enjoyed a spe- 
cial status or religious authority collected the sayings and rulings of 
the imams in order to preserve their legacy. In particular, the students 
who tlocked around the sixth iraam, Ja‘far al-Sadiq (The Truthful). in 
Medina collected their notes of his teachings. The legacy of his son, 
the seventh imam, Musa al-Kazim, was also collected in numerous 
small books by his students. Even until the time of the eleventh imam, 
devotees of the family of the Prophet labored to record their teach- 
ings, rulings, and interpretations of the Quran. 7 

A notebook of sayings of imams like Ja‘far al-Sadiq was called 
an asl (‘source,’ pl. usuf). Hundreds (Imami Shiites have tradition- 
ally talked of the ‘four hundred usul^ but other numbers have been 
mentioned as well) of these usul were compiled, sometimes by a 
student of the imam recording his teachings directly and sometimes 
through an isnad firom the imam to a slightly later collector. The usul 
contained the material essential for formulating a religious and com- 
munal vision: elaborations of doctrine, answers to legal queries and 
polemics against those who opposed the rightful station of the ahl 
al-bayt (The Family of the Prophet). 

In addition, early Shiite compilers collected books on the virtues 
(fada ’il , khasa is) of ‘AH and his progeny as well as the history of 
their careers. Zayd b. Wahb (d. 96/714-15), a Kufan devotee of the 
family of the Prophet, compiled a book of the sermons of‘AlT ( Kitab 
khutab amir al-mu ‘minm)} 

Like the Sunni hadith tradition, some of these early books may 
really have been written after the deaths of their supposed authors by 
some laler figure. Even some Shiite scholars, for example, doubt the 
authenticity of a book of hadiths attributed to the Successor Sulaym 
b. Qays al-‘Amiri called Kitab al-saq\fa * Some of the usul drew on 
these dubious early books, like the ‘Book of the Sunna, Rulings and 
Judicial Cases' ( Kitab al-sunan wa al-ahkam wa al-qadaya) of the 
Companion IbrShlm Abu Rfifi‘ and al-Sahlfa al-sajjddiyya attributed 
to the fourth imam, ‘AJT Zayn al-‘Abidin. 10 These early books may 
have really existed, or they may have been conjured up by later Shiites 
eager to show that ‘AIT and his descendants truly had some special 
knowledge, in book form, that no other Companions possessed. 

For the Imami community, eager to elaborate a clear doctrine, 
ritual, and law in the absence of its imam, however, these usul were 
not very usetul. They needed to be reorganized according to topic. 
Starting in the early eighth century, Shhte scholars began making 
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selections of hadiths and organizing them into ‘compendia’ {jami\ 
pl . jawami') and ‘topical books’ ( mubawwab ). These books could 
either address one issue or, like the musannaf and sunan books of 
the Sunnis, a whole range of subjects. For example, Ja‘far al-Sadiq’s 
student Ghiyath b. Ibrahlm had compiled a book of the imam s teach- 
ings orgamzed along the lines of what was permitted or forbidden for 
various legal topics." Ibn al-Qaddah (d. c. 180/796-7) collected a 
book of hadiths specirically on the nature of heaven and hell. 12 

These early topical collections by students of the imams provided 
a foundation for the imami Shiite community to draw from and build 
on. Muhammad b. al-Hasan al-Saflar al-QummI (d. 290/903) wrote 
the famous Basd ir al-darajat , which specifically dealt with the vir- 
tues and prerogatives of imams. 13 Ibn Babawayh’s Kitab al-jami' li- 
ziyarat al-Rida provided reports on the virtues of the eighth imara and 
the importance of visiting his grave, while the Kitab al-jami' al-kabir 
fi al-fiqh by Ibrahlm b. Muhammad al-Thaqafl (d. 283/896) more 
closely resembled a comprehensive sunan book. 14 A tafslr replete 
with reports about why verses of the Quran were revealed was attrib- 
uted to the eleventh imam al-Hasan al-‘Askari (although Shiite schol- 
ars debate whether or not the imam actually wrote it). 

Even as the usul and early books were broken up to create these top- 
ical works, some Shiite scholars like Ahmad Ibn ‘Uqda (d. 332/944), 
who were deeply committed to hadith transmission, continued to 
transmit the usul in their original form - approximately thirteen sur- 
vive today. 15 It is interesting that, as Ron Buckley has noted, Shiites 
started compiling topical collections of hadiths as part of developing 
their law at approximately the same time that great Sunni scholars 
such as Malik b. Anas and al-Bukhari were doing the sarae. 16 


THE SHIITE HADITH CANON 

These topical works of law, ritual, and doctrine formed the basis for 
what became the four books of the Shiite hadith canon: the Kafifi l ilm 
al-din of Muhammad b. Ya‘qub al-Kulaynl (d. 329/939), the Man la 
yahduruhu al-faqih of Ibn B3bawayh (d. 381/991) and the two col- 
lections of Abu Ja‘far Muhammad b. al-Hasan ai-TusI (d. 460/1067), 
the Tahdhib al-ahkam and the /stibsar fima ukhtulifa fihi al-akhbar. 
While the Sunni hadith canon is made of books very sirailar to one 



130 Hadith 


another m structure and purpose (they are all from the sunan gerure), 
the compooents of the Shiite canon represent varying tools for differ- 
ent visions of the role of hadith in religious rulemaking. 17 

AJ-Kulaynl offered his massive al-Ka/i fi l ilm al-din (The 
SuUicieni Book in the Knowledge of Religion) as a source for Shiites 
who couid not find scholars possessing true knowledge of Islam or 
son out the tangled web of repons narrated from the Prophet and the 
imams. Al-Kuiaynl says that this dearth of knowledge was due to the 
unwillingness of scholars to resort only to ‘ the Quran and the Prophet 's 
sunna with true knowledge and understanding. 1 Instead, ihey have 
tumed to blind imitation {taqUd), what they saw as their own best 
judgmem {istihsan) and baseless interpretation {ta The Kafi, 
al-Kulayhl says, is the answer. It will suffice for ‘those who want 
knowledge of the religion and to act on it according to authentic 
reports from the Tnithful Ones [i.e., the unams) and the established 
Sunna that is the basis for right legal acrion.’ 18 The Kafi covers the 
whole range of Iegal topics applicable in Muslim life as well as the 
issues of the origins and oature of the imamate. Like al-BukhaiTs 
Sahih, the very structure of the books explains the lessons the reader 
should derive from rt; the ritles of each subchapter instmct the reader 
how to understand che hadiths it includes. The author trusts the book 
to be its own explanarion. 

Agenerarion later, the great Ibn Babawayh compiled another com- 
prehensrve topical hadith collecrion designed to assist Imami Shiites 
who hadno other source for understanding Islam properly. His Mcm la 
yahduruhu al-faqih (He Who Has No Legai Scholar at Hand) is even 
more consciously a reference work than the Kafi. Uniike al-Kulaynl, 
Ibn Babawayh does not provide full isndds for each hadith. He does 
not want the reader to concem himself with such specialized details, 
bot rather assures his audience that he has only included reports that 
are authentic. 19 

Ibn Babawayh and early imami scholars sought to meet the imme- 
diale challenges facing the community with reports from the Prophet 
and imams aloneas evidence. Ibn Bibawayh’s most famous student, 
Muhaimnad b. al-Nu‘min al-Harithl (d. 413/1022), called al-Shaykh 
al-MuSd, however, was a Mu‘tazilite rarionalist who saw hadiths 
as only a Limited component of elaboraring law and doctrine for the 
Imami community. Hadiths should be part of a larger framework 
for understanding Islam, used properly and supervised by a more 
aothoritative master. reason. As a follower of the Mu‘tazilite school 
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in Baghdad, al-Shaykh al-Mufid believed that rational investigation 
was an essential tool for determining correct belief, and he abandoned 
his teacher Ibn Babawayh’s reliance on using ahad reports ffom the 
imams as evidence in many issues. 20 

It was one of al-Shaykh al-Mufid’s students in Baghdad who would 
be responsible for half of the Shiite hadith canon and become one of 
the most inHuential scholars in Shiism: Muhammad b. al-Hasan al- 
TusT (d. 460/1067). While al-Kulayn! and Ibn Babawayh had assured 
their readers that their books consisted of only authentic hadiths, 
al-TusTs two hadith works made this authentication process more 
transparent. Furthermore, for him hadiths were clearly just one part 
in a larger process of deriving law. AI-TQs!’s first book, the Tahdhib 
al-ahkam y is in fact not a true hadith collection at all. It is a com- 
mentary on a legal work by al-Shaykh al-Muf!d (called al-Muqni\ 
structured along its lines but focusing on its hadiths. Al-Tus!’s al- 
Istibsar fima ukhtulifa fihi al-akhbar (Seeking Clarity on that which 
Reports DifTer) resembles much more closely the books that Sunni 
scholars like al-Shafi‘T devoted to sorting out and reconciling hadiths 
that seemed to contradict one another: books of ikhtila/al-hadith (see 
Chapter 5). 

Westem scholars refer to these fourcollections as the Shiite hadith 
‘canon’because Shiites consider them the most authoritative sources 
for hadiths. 21 In effect, with the compilation of these four works, the 
earlier usul and topical hadith collections became practically obso- 
lete. 22 The authority of the canonical collections does not, however, 
entail that criticizing the authenticity of hadiths in them is unseemly 
or impermissible. Their canonicity derives from their widespread 
acceptance and use, not their infallibility. 


CONTINUED HADITH LITERATURE AND 
THE MEGA-COLLECTIONS 

Of course, the formation of the Shiite hadith canon did not mean an 
end to Shiite hadith literature. Ibn Babawayh devoted several books 
to explaining the legal reasoning behind a selection of hadiths as well 
as explaining the meanings of controversial or confusing hadiths (his 
Tlal al-shard 7 ‘ and Ma*dni al-akhbar). We also have the surviving 
records of great Shiite scholars Iike Ibn Babawayh giving dictation 
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sesstocB (ukoS') to scudenls in wbich they wouid narrate a selection 
of haduhs from the Propbet, the unams, and even Sunni hadith trans- 
rmtters for teechmg purposes. Of course, Shiite scholars continued 
to wrrte about the vmues of the imams in books like Khasa i$ amir 
(d-mu mimn by al-Sharif al-Radi (cL 406/1015) and the Kitab al~ 
inhad fi ma'rifm kujaj AUdh aid al- ibdd by al-Shaykh ai-Muftd. 
AJthoagh not stnctly a hadith collection, ai-Sharif ai-Rdd!'s Nahj ai- 
baldgka (The Path of Eloquence). a collection of whal are said to be 
the speeches of ‘ 1 Ali b. Abi TUib (of which some are clearly among the 
oidest surviving pieces of Arabic wnting), is seen as a literary mas- 
terptece by Shiites and Sunms alike (although Sunnis consider much 
of the book to be Ibrged). 23 Also frequently cited is ibn ShahrashQb's 
(d. 588/1192) collection of all the literature on the lives, virtues and 
feats of the imams : the massrve Mandqib Al b. Abi Tdiib. 

The greatest transfonnative step that the Shiite hadith tradition 
took after its canon had fonned, however, occurred much iater. In the 
eariy seyenteenth century, a movement arose among Shiite scholars 
tn the Hijaz, lza% and iran that opposed what it viewed as the overly 
rationaiist character oilmami Shiite thought as well as theoverly hier- 
arcincal structure of the Shiite clergy. Followers of this trend believed 
that bnami Shiites shouid reaffiim their reliance on the hadiths of the 
hmnwi as the only true way to understand law and dogma properly, 
and they were thus known as the Akhban school (because of its reli- 
ance oo akkbdr , reports). This led to a renewed interest in collecting 
and oo mm ent m g oo Shiite hadrths in the seventeenth century. 24 

Ahhough Shntes did not develop as extensive a tradition of pen- 
ningmassive commentaries on their hadith collections as did Sunnis, 
in dns period they dkl amaas severai mega-coilections that combined 
and commented on existing hadrth works, and some of which are 
more gigantic than even the largest Sunni commentary. 25 Three of 
these mega-coilectioDS are extremely weU known. The first is the 
Wasd il ai-shTa Ud ahddith ai-sharTa (The Paths of the Shiites to the 
Hadiths of the Holy Law) by Muhammad b. al-Hasan al-‘AmilI (d. 
1104/1693). Second, MiaiUl Muhsin Fayd al-KJiahanl (d. 1091/1680) 
wrote a massive digest and commentary on the four canonical hadith 
coUections, emtsdtdai-Wafi. The laat is a work astounding not only in 
rts vaat size, but also in the great accuracy wiih which its author drew 
on asd cited eariier books. The mamnKrth Bihdr al-anwar (Oceans of 
Ltght) by Muhammad B&pr al-MajlisI (d. 1110/1700), one hundred 
and ten printed vohmtea, is so enormous that one needs a guidebook, 
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the Sajinat at-bihdr (The Ship of the Sea s) by ‘Abb§s al-QummJ (d. 
1936) to navigate it effectively. The Bihar covers almost all the top- 
ics pertinent to Shiite history. belief, and law. Not only does MajlisTs 
huge collection include the matenal found in earlier hadith books, 
the author also unearthed old manuscripts of usul that survive only in 
his book. 26 MajlisT's work is encyclopedic, not critical, and he left his 
readers to decide what material is authentic or not. 


SHIITE HADITH CRITICISM 

Shiite hadith criticisra began much later than its Sunni counterpart, 
appearing in fuJl force only in the early eleventh century. While the 
imams were aiive, there was no need to worry about forged hadiths 
- any reports attributed to an earlier imam would be checked by his 
descendants. 27 In the immediate wake of the twelfth imams disap- 
pearance, however, Shiites like al-ICulaynl, and later Ibn Babawayh, 
understood that it was now the responsibility of scholars to assure that 
the Shiite community onJy acted on reports authentically traced to the 
imams. The failure of scholars to distinguish between reliable and 
unreliable hadiths had been a leading motivation for the writing of 
al-KulaynT’s and Ibn Babawayh’s collections. Writing in the decades 
after the final occultation of the twelfth imam, Ibn Babawayh already 
acknowledged that the two usiil books of Zayd al-Zarrad and Zayd 
al-NarsT were forged. 28 

Early Shiite hadith scholars like al-Kulaynl and Ibn Babawayh had 
believed that the usul of the imams contained all the knowledge nec- 
essary for the Shiite community to survive during the Hidden lmam’s 
absence. This school of thought, later known as the Akhban school, 
considered the four canonical collections to be totally reliable records 
of the earlier usul books. With the rise of the Shiite Mu‘tazilite school 
ofal-Shaykhal-MufTd in Baghdad(latertheoriginofthe Usuli school, 
which advocated the use of independent legal reasoning and a more 
critical use of hadiths), Shiite scholars began to look raore skeptically 
at the contents and use of these collections. They acknowledged that 
some reports in these books could have been inserted by Shiites with 
deviant beliefs. Moreover, even a pious and well-intentioned usul 
compiler could have made an error in including one report instead of 
another. Like the Sunnis, some Imami Shiites forged hadiths to help 
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reinforce communal identity. One foiged hadith, for example, said 
that visiting the grave of the eighth imam, ‘AH al-Rida, in Mashhad 
was worth seventy piigrimages to Mecca. 29 


Tnutsmitttr Criticism 

Like the Sunni tradition. Shiite hadith criticism centered on evaluat- 
ing transmitters and then using this information to help decide the 
reliahility of isnads. Froperbelief was the centerpiece of Shiite trans- 
mitter criticism. Before the occultation of the twelrih imam and the 
formation of a distinct Imami Shiite community, there was a sense 
that a Muslim’s reaiization that the family of the Prophet was the sole 
religious authority was testament enough to his reliability. h was thus 
reported that Ja‘far al-Sadiq had said, ‘Kjiow the status of people by 
the extent to which they narrate from us ( i'rifi manazil al-nas ‘ala 
qadrriwdyatihim ' arma ). ,J0 

As the Shiite scholarly tradition grew more elaborate, however, this 
would not sufOce. Al-Shaykh al-MufTd’s student, the famous al-TusT 
(«L 460/1067), began developing a system of transmitter criticism to 
weed out reports from unreliable people and ensure that Shiites were 
only taking hadiths from ‘the party of truth. ’ 31 Although al-TQsT seems 
to have been the first Shiite to employ a system of rating the reliability 
of transmitters, like the Sunnis, Shiite hadith scholars had long been 
keeping records in order to identify the myriad of people who made 
up their sndds to the imams. Ahmad Ibn ‘Uqda (d. 332/944) devoted 
a large book to tdendfying all the people who studied with and trans- 
mitted the teachings of Ja‘far al-Sadiq, Ahmad b. Muhammad al- 
HamdanT (d. 333/944-5) wrote a book entitled ‘The Book of Dates 
and Those Who Nanated Hadiths ( Kitab al-tarikh wa dhikr man rawa 
ai-hadith ), ’ and later Ahmad b. Muhammad al-Jawhari (d. 401 /1010- 
11) compiled a work called ‘The Comprehensive Book on Idendfying 
Hadith Transmitters ( Kiidb al-ishtimal 'ald ma*rifat al-rijal).' 12 
Ahhough these books have been lost, the earliest survfving book on 
Shiite transmitters, that of Muhammad b. ‘Umar al-Kashshl (d. c. 
340/951), focuses on laying out the full names of transmitters, their 
relationships to other transmitters and, if possible, when they lived. 
Like many early Sunni books of hadith cransmitters, these books were 
concemed more with idendfying transmitters than criticizing them. 

When he began his effoits to make sure no fraudulent material 
had crept into the usul since the disappearance of the tweltth imam, 
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al-TusT had to ensure that Shiites had received material from Muslims 
with the proper beliets. Certainly, Imami Shiites needed to be on 
guard against hadiths forged or propagated by anti-Shiite Sunnis. 
But the more immediate danger was sihing out reports from Shiites 
who had extremist beliefs like the deirication of‘AIT and those who 
believed that the line of the Prophet had ended with an earlier imam 
going into occultation. Before worrying about Sunni opponents, the 
Imami community had lo demonstrate that it was not extremist and lo 
distinguish itself from other Shiites. 

Al-TusTs book of transmitter criticism (Rijalal-Tusi) is thus more 
concemed with identifying Shiite transmitters who believed that it 
was actually an earlier imam, like Musa al-Kazim, who had disap- 
peared and ended the imamate than with criticizing anti-Shiite Sunnis. 
Ibn Hanbal, a fierce critic of Shiism, is mentioned in the books with 
no disapproving comment, while many Shiites are dismissed for their 
belief in the occultation of an earlier imam or their extremist Shiite 
beliefs. Al-TusT tries to list those transmitters who collected usul 
from the imams, determining whether they are ‘trustworthy ( thiqa )’ 
or not. 

Abu al-‘Abbas al-NajashT (d. 450/1058) followed al-TusT in cora- 
piling an influential book of Shiite transmitter criticism, the Rijal 
al-Najashl. Unlike, al-TusT, however, he aimed his book at a Sunni 
audience. Tired of his opponents accusing Shiites of having no trad- 
ition of hadith transmission and hadith books, he otTers example after 
example of accomplished Shiite hadith authors and the isnads in which 
he found them. He even uses books of Sunni transmitters to help in 
his evaluation. It appears, in fact, that al-NajashT was consciously 
imitating the methods and language of Sunni transmillercriticism; he 
frequently called narrators ‘weak (daTJ)j or ‘having accurate trans- 
missions (sahlh al-sama'),' just like his Sunni contemporaries. 


Isnad and Matn Criticism 

Al-TusT not only seems to have been the first Imami scholar consis- 
tently to evaluate hadith transmitters, he was also the first to apply 
these criticisms to authenticate or dismiss hadiths. In the Istibsar he 
uses isndd criticisms to show how what seems to be two contradic- 
tory hadiths is really just an unreliable hadith clashing with a reliable 
one. 33 The Shiite science of isndd criticism was further developed 
by Jamal al-DIn b. Tawus (d. 673/1274) of Baghdad and the great 
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tbunder of ihe Hilla school m lraq, ‘Ailama Muhammad b. Ldris al- 
HilH(d. 726/1325). 

Shiite hadith cridcism continued to draw on and in effect mirror 
Sunni hadith cnticism. The rirst major book detining the technical 
terms and methods of Shiite hadith criticism, written by al-Shahld 
al-T hanT (d. 965/1558) (entitled ‘Knowledge of Hadith, Dirayat 
al-hadith '), is basically a digest of the Sunni Ibn al-Salah's famous 
Muqaddima . Only on a few important issues does the Shiite method 
diverge from its Sunni counterpart. For example, a hadith is derined 
as the report transmitted from any ‘mtallible (ma l sum)' individual, 
not just the PropheL This allows for the Shiite reliance on the hadiths 
of the imams. 54 The concem for avoiding extremist Shiites or believ- 
ers in earlier vanished imams appears clearly in the labels that Shiites 
use to indicale unreliable narrators: 4 extremist ( ghdl )’ and ‘believing 
in the occultahon of an earlier imam ( Waqifi),' from whom one can 
accept hadiths only before he adopted deviant beliefs. 33 

Allowance is made for occasionally narrating from Sunnis: one of 
the sub-grades of hascm hadiths, ‘trustable ( muwaththaq ),' is derined 
as a hadith thai is reliable even though a Sunni is in the isnad. ib 
Al-ShahJd al-Thanl sharply critiques his Sunni brethren by not- 
ing how they concemed themselves oniy with the outward signs of 
a transmitter’s upright character (‘ adala ), ignoring the need for an 
appropriate belief in the family of the Prophet. Hence, he says with 
an air of tragedy, there is such a plethora of supposedly ‘authentic’ 
hadit hs in Sunni eyes. J 

As the Sunnis knew well, Mutarilism had always held an examin- 
ation of the contents of a hadhh to be the fmal arbiter in determining 
hs authenticity. The Shiite adoption of the Mu‘tazilhe framework in 
the elevenlh century thus meant that content criticism would enjoy 
a more prominent role in Shihe hadith criticism than it did among 
Sunnis. Just because the isnddwas reliable did not mean the report was 
authentic or legally compelling. 38 Al-Sharif al-Murtada (d. 436/1044) 
maimained that every report attributed to the Prophet or imams had to 
be autbenricated by reason. 39 lnfluential scholars like ‘Allama al-HillT 
would not even accept the medium grade of reports, hasan , because 
they were too unrehable. 40 

interestingly, even the eariier Akhbdri scholars like al-Kulaynl 
had reseived an important role for content cnticism. The Kafi cites 
a number of hadiths ffom the Prophet and Ja‘far al-Sadiq with state- 
ments like ‘Everything is compared to the Book of God and the 
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Sunna, and any hadiih ihat does not agree with the Book of God is but 
vamished falsehood.’ 41 While Sunni scholars had uniformly rejected 
statements such as JaTar^s because they contradicted the important 
role of hadiths in explaining and raodifying the Quran (see Chap- 
ter 5), Shiites embraced them as an indication of the importance of 
content criticism. 


THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN SUNNI AND 
SHIITE HADITHS 

Although we have seen some of the important differences between 
the Sunni and Shiite traditions of hadith study, they have never been 
totally separate. They share coramon origins, overlap, and have inter- 
acted with one another over the course of Islamic history. The chief 
factors for the commonalities or interactions between the two have 
been the decidedly non-sectarian beliefs of many early Shiites, the 
lingering (and sometimes burgeoning) devotion to the family of the 
Prophet among Sunnis, and the Shiite need to draw on Sunni hadiths 
in their defense of Shiite doctrine. 

To what extent can we talk about separate bodies of Sunni and 
Shiite hadiths? In the first two hundred years after the death of the 
Prophet, the majority of early Shiites did not espouse a doctrine that 
difFered dramatically from the majority of Muslims. Of course, there 
were those supporters of‘AlT and his family who despised or totally 
rejected the legitimacy of the first two rulers after the Prophet - Abu 
Bakr and ‘Umar - who were lionized by mainstream Sunni Islam. 
Sunnis could generally not accept such Shiites as Muslims in good 
standing. Other early Shiite extreraists believed that ‘AIT was God 
incamate and were thus ostracized uniformly by other Muslims, 
Sunnis and Shiites alike. There was aiso a gerrainating Imami com- 
munity who looked to the Shiite imams for sole religious guidance. 
Most early Shiites, however, were merely characterized by ‘an 
enhanced reverence’ for the descendants of the Prophet, an attrac- 
tion to their charisma and support for their general disapprovaI for 
the iess-than-ideal regimes of the Umayyads and early Abbasids. 42 
Love for the family of the Prophet was particularly intense in Kufa, 
‘AlT’s adopted capital and the setting for many ‘Alid revo!ts against 
the Umayyads. In fact, Sunni hadith critics accepted thaL in the case 
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of a Kufan traosmitter, such loyalties did not mean the transmitter was 
necessanly Shiite. U was just pait and parcel of being K.ufan. 

Although never considered infallibie religious authorities or the 
perenmal nghtful rulers of lsiam, the family of the Prophet has always 
been veneraled m Sunni lslam. Certainly, in times of mtense Sunni/ 
Shiite contlict or m the writings of diehard Sunnis like Ibn Taymiyya 
(d. 728/1328), Sunnis have deemphasized this. Even the notoriously 
anti-Shiite Shams ai-DTn al-Dhahabl (d. 748/1348), however, wamed 
'May God curse those who do not love ‘ AlT.’ 43 

Especiaily in the tirst two centuries of Isiam, many scholars later 
gloriried by Sunni Muslims, such as AbG HanTfa and al-ShariT, dis- 
played pronounced affection for the famiiy of the Prophet. Brought 
beibre the Abbasid caliph on charges of being an extreme Shiite, al- 
Shafi T composed a verse of poetry prociaiming that, if loving the 
femii y of the Prophet was being a heretic, then he would proudly 
adnrit to thai charge. Even the most trusted Sunni hadith collections 
coniain hadiths urging Muslims to love and honor the Prophet’s fam- 
ily and descendants. AJ-Bukhari included in his famous Sahlh the 
report in which the Prophet said, Tatiina is part of me, so who- 
ever has angered her has angered me (Fatima bid l a minnJ/a-man 
aghdabaha aghdabam ). ,44 

In the seventh and eighth centuries, much of what would make 
up the Shiite hadith corpus was just hadiths expounding the virtues 
of ‘Ail 43 Sumn hadith critics embraced much of this material. Ibn 
Hanbal himsetf commented that 4 there has not appeared via authentic 
isnod&y hadiths testriying to the virtues of any Companion like what 
has appeared tesrifying to the virtues of‘AJT b. AbT Talib. ,46 

In the eighth century, however, as the sayings of imams like Ja‘far 
al-Sadiq were compiled, we see the emergence of an independent body 
ofspecificaily Shiite hadiths. By the time ofthe twelllh imam’s final 
di sap pe ara nce in 941 CE, the body of material that made up the Shiite 
hadith corpus was effectiveiy compiete. 4 * What sorts of hadiths did 
dris corpus consist of? 

First, we find hadiths that are simply not found among Sunnis, such 
as hadrths in which the Prophet is quoted as explicitly foretelling the 
coming of the twelve imams and ordering Muslims to foiiow them, 
or the hadiths of the imams themselves. Sunnis would never accept 
hadiths requiring them to believe in the TweWer imamate, nor would 
they even consider the reports of the imams as counting as ‘hadiths.’ 
With their coilection of the hadiths of the imams, the Shiites thus built 
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up a body of maienal totaUy absent in Sunni hadith collections even 
though they might dovetail perfecily with Sunni themes. Reports in 
the Kafi in which Musa al-Kazim curses those who use analogical 
reasoning lo derive lslamic law would fit seamlessly into the writings 
of Ibn Hanbal or al-Bukhari, but the fact that they were the hadiths of 
an unam put them outside the pale of Sunni Prophetic hadiths. 49 

Second, we find pro-Shiite hadiths that appear in Sunni books but 
without the sectarian element. In the collection of Ibn Babawayh’s 
dictation sessions {Amali) y he narrates a hadith that the pro-‘Alid 
Companion Jabir b. ‘Abdallah narrated from the Prophet: ‘ ‘AH b. Abl 
Tfllib is the earliest to embracc Islam in my community, the most 
knowledgeablc of them, the most correct in bis religion, the most 
yirtuous in his certainty, the most prudent, generous and brave 
of heart, and he is the imam and caliph after me.* 50 We fmd that 
many Sunni hadith collections, even early ones such as the Musanna/ 
of ‘Abd al-Razzaq al-San‘anT (d. 211/826) and the Musnad of Ibn 
Hanbal, include the section of this hadith that says that ‘AIT is ‘the 
earliest to embrace Islam in my community, the most knowledgeable 
of them.’ The sections ordaining him as caliph and imam, however, 
are absent. 

Third, we find hadiths with a distinct pro-‘Alid content that both 
Sunnis and Shiites accept equally. For example, the famous hadith of 
GhadTr Khumm, in which the aging Prophet stops his followers by 
the pool of Ghadlr Khumm and tells them ‘ Whoever’s master I am, 
‘AH is his master.’ The vaunted Sunni hadith critics al-Tirmidhl and 
al-Hakim al-Naysaburi both considered this report to be authentic. 
In another hadith that al-Hakim, Ibn Khuzayma, and even the great 
Muslim b. al-Hajjaj include in their Sahih collections, the Propbet 
tells his followers, ‘Indeed I am leaving you with two things of 
great import (thaqalayn )... you will not go astray as long as you 
hold fast to them: the Book of God and my family.’ 

Of course, Sunnis and Shiites have upheld two very different 
interpretations of these hadiths. Shiites view them as clear evidence 
that Muhammad wished ‘AIT and his descendants through Fatima to 
succeed him both in temporal and religious leadership of the Muslim 
community. Sunnis view them as two exhortations to honor ‘AlT and 
the Prophet’s family, but contextualize such hadiths with the plentiful 
pool of reports in which tlte Prophet praises his leading Companions 
like Abu Bakr and ‘Umar using the same language and appears to 
reserve places of leadership for them. 
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Some Sunnis were less panent with such pro- l Alid hadiths than 
others. Al-Hakim al-Naysabun. who was so accepting of pro-‘Alid 
repoits that he was accused of Shiism, declared authentic the hadith 
tn whicb the Prophet supposedly said. k O Fatima, God is angered 
when you are angered, God is pleased when you are pleased.’ 
Al-Hakim's teacher, al-Daraqum! (d. 385/995), however, was not so 
generous. He exposed it as a hadith that the fifth imam Muhammad 
al-Baqir attribuied directly to the Prophet - a typical and laudable 
Shihe isndd[ but a case of broken transmission ( mursal ) according to 
Sunnis. 51 

Final1y. many Shiite hadiths appear in the Sumii coLlections that 
aimed tnerely al collecting as many hadiths as possible and made 
no pretension at any critical stringency. Many of these collections, 
sucb as the Hilyat al-awliya' (The Adomment of the Saints) of Abu 
Nu‘aym al-lsbahanT (d. 430/1038), were works devoted to document- 
ing the rich heritage of Sufism and therefore included a great deal of 
pro-‘Alid maieriaL ‘AU was, after all, seen as the progenitor of the Sufi 
tradition and the beginning of most of the isnads though which the 
Sunni Sufi orders traced their teachings to the Prophet (see Chapter 
7). These reports were generaUy innocuous, with no sectarian edge. 
and urged goodly and pious behavior. While rbn Babawayh quoted 
the fifth imam M uhammad al-Baqir that the Prophet had said that the 
best of God’s slaves are those 4 Who, when they seek perfection in 
their acts, hope for good tidings, seek forgiveness when they do 
wrong, are thankfnJ to God when they give, persevere when they 
are tried, and forgive when they are angered,’ Abu Nu‘aym cites it 
through a very Sunni isnad in his Hilyat al-awliya \ 52 

The biggest factor in the Sunni embrace of many Shiite hadiths 
was tbe veneration for the family of tbe Prophet that gained great 
currency among the Sunni Muslim majority of Egypt, Iraq, iran, and 
Central Asia beginning in the eleventh century. In that time, almost 
every viliage and town ‘discovered’ its own imcamdde , or the tomb 
of a pious descendant of the Prophet, to serve as a local pilgrim- 
age and miracle center. 53 The Sunni fascination with the family of 
the Propbet as a medium for baraka (blessing) led to a widespread 
study and transmission of hadiths narrated through the Shiite imams, 
even if professional hadith scholars like al-DhahabT and MullS ‘AlT 
Q§rf (d. 1014/1606) decried such books as forgeries. In the Iranian 
city of Qazvin in particular, the Sahtfa of the eighth imam 1 AU Rida 
(d. 203/818). who traced his isndds back through the imams to the 
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Prophet. became widely transmitted for pietistic purposes. Most of 
its contents were harmless pieces of advice, such as ‘Knowledge is a 
treasure, and questions are its key .' 34 

The religious power of an isnad through the imams sometimes 
manifested itself in bizarre and miraculous reports. The great Sunni 
hadith critic Ibn Abl Hatim al-RazT (d. 327/938) is reported (falsely, 
in my opinion) to have said that once, when he was in Syria, he saw a 
raan unconscious in the road. He remembered that one of his teachers 
had once told him, ‘the isnadof ‘AlT Rida, ifit is read overa senseless 
person, heMI recover’ Ibn AbT Hatim tried out this cure, and the man 
retumed immediately to health. 55 

As we found in our discussion of Sunni hadiths, for Sunni critics 
a hadith transmitter’s sectarian affiliation ultimately took the back 
seat to his or her reliability in transmission. If you consistently trans- 
mitted hadiths that were corroborated by other experts, even devi- 
ant beliefs would not disqualify you from participating in the Sunni 
hadith tradition. Individuals with pronounced Shiite leanings, such 
as ‘Abd al-Rahman b. Salih (d. 235/849-50) and Sa‘Td b. Khuthaym 
(d. 180/796-97), thus served as respected and valued transmitters in 
mainstay Sunni hadith books such as the Sunans of al-NasaT and al- 
Tirmidhl. In theory, Sunni hadith critics restricted themsekes from 
accepting the transmissions of Shiite narrators who tried to convert 
others to their cause (since this might provoke them to forge pro- 
Shiite hadiths) or, at the very least, not accepting those hadiths with a 
pro-‘Alid message from such Shiite transmitters. In reality, however, 
even the great Muslim b. al-Hajjaj included in his SahJh a report from 
a known Shiite, ‘AdT b. Thabit (d. 116/734), in which the Prophet 
announced that only a believer could love ‘AlT and only a hypocrite 
could hate him. 

As such, we fmd a marked overlap of transmitters between the 
Sunni and Shiite hadith traditions. Aban b. Taghlib (d. 140/757) was 
a well-known and devoted Kufan Shiite who appears as a narrator 
from the imams in al-KulaynT’s Kafi, but all the Sunni Six Books 
except SahTh al-Bukhdri included his hadiths as well. ‘Abdallah b. 
Shubruma was a major Shiite jurist ifc Kufa and a hadith transmitter 
used in the Shiite hadith canon. He also carried weight among Sunni 
jurists, and Muslim and al-Nasa’! used him as a transmitter in their 
hadith collections. 

On rare occasions, there was also overlap between Sunnis and 
Shiites on influential hadith critics. Ibn ‘Uqda (d. 332/944) was the 
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most important collector of the Shiite usui and a pioneer in compil- 
mg the names of Shiite transmitters. 56 Yet he was praised by the most 
prominent Sunni critics of his day, like al-DaraqutnJ and lbn ‘ Adi, and 
hrter the scholar al-SubkJ (d. 771/1370) called him ‘one of the hadith 
masters of the Shariah;’ 57 this, even though he was such a staunch 
Shiite that he occasionaiiy disparaged Abu Bakr and ‘Umar. He com- 
manded one the most impressive memones of his day, either having 
memonzed or being current with 850,000 hadiths, 3,000 from the 
family of the Prophet alone. When he wanted to move trora his native 
Kh£bu he found that his personal library of six hundred cameMoads 
ofbooks prevented him. 58 Not only did Sunnis appreciate Ibn ‘Uqda's 
command of hadith transmissions, they also valued his opinions on 
evaluatmg transmitter cndcisnL In taci, the earliest evaluadon of 
aJ-Bukhari's and Muslim 's famous Sahihayn comes from Ibn ‘Uqda. 


SHUTE USE OF SUNNl HADITHS 

Imami Shiism matured under the looming shadow of the Sunni 
Abbasid caliphate and had to survive under Sunni states such as the 
Seljuq Turks. the llkhantd Mongols, and the Ottoman Empire. Even 
during periods in which Shiites achieved political ascendancy, such 
as the tenth centory (called the ‘Shiite Century’ because the Shiite 
Buyids mled Iraq and Iran. with the Shiite Fatimids in Egypt and 
Syria), Shiites sdll lived as a minority among the Sunni masses. 
Shiite scholars very much appreciated the use of Sunni hadiths, espe- 
cially reports with a pro-‘ Alid bent, as tools for either debating their 
Sunni opponents or convincing them that Imami Shiism presented 
no threat to Sunni Islam. The Shiite scholar Radi al-DTn Ibn Tawus 
(<L 664/1266) kept a digest of the Sahihayn in his library for such 
uses. 59 In such cases, Shiites would abandon their own method of 
hadith cridcism and piay by Sunni rules in the hopes of convincing 
Sunnis on tbeir own terms. 

Ibn Babawayh, for example, began one of his dictadon sessions in 
the mosque with a hadith narrated from the Prophet by Abu Hurayra, 
wbom Shihes considered an arch-liar who had covered up ‘ AJT’s right 
to the caliphate by forgmg hadiths to the contrary. In this hadith, how- 
ever, Abu Hurayra is quoted telling the Muslims to fast on the eight- 
eenth of the month DhO aUHijja because that was the day of Ghadir 
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Kiuimm - Lhe day when ihe Prophet had announced to his followers 
that ‘AIT was to be their master after him. 60 In his efForts to prove 
that no one in history had ever been named ‘AlT before ‘AlT b. AbT 
Talib, the Shiite scholar of Qazvin, Abu al-Husayn QazvTnT (d. c. 
560/1165), invoked as evidence the Sahlhayn and other Sunni hadith 
books tliat k are relied upon.’ QazvTnT tells his opponents to ‘take up 
the SahJhayn' and find the hadith that says that ‘AlT’s name is writ- 
ten on the leg of God's throne and on the doorway to Paradise as the 
brother of Muhammad. Since both these structures existed before the 
creation of the world, ‘AIT is doubtless the first person to have been 
so named. 61 QazvTnT’s attempt was admirable, but it did not convince 
his opponents; the hadiths he cited were nowhere to be found in the 
SahJhayn or any reputable Sunni collection. 62 


THE ZAYDI HADITH TRADITION 

Zaydism is a branch of Shiism associated with Zayd b. ‘AIT (d. 
122/740), son of the fourth imam ‘AIT Zayn al-‘AbidTa, who rebelled 
unsuccessfully against the Umayyads in the twilight days of their 
rule. Although Zaydi Islam is a relatively small sect, flourishing in 
classical times in Kufa and northem Iran but now limited to northem 
Yemen, its hadith tradition deserves attention due to both its original- 
ity and influence. 

Zaydis believe that the tme teachings of Islam, as a religious sys- 
tem and a message of political justice, have been preserved by mem- 
bers of the family of the Prophet who rose up against the tyrannical 
and impious rule of the Umayyads, Abbasids, and later dynasties. 
Unlike Sunnis, Zaydis do not see early Islamic history as an ideal- 
ized expansion of the pure faith under ultimately legitimate Muslim 
rulers. Zaydis believe that ‘AIT should have been the first caliph, but, 
unlike Imami Shiites, they believe that the Prophet’s instruction on 
this matter was ambiguous. 63 Zaydis also break with Imami Shiism by 
not attributing a speciric line of infallible, divinely speciried imams 
with any special access to the esoteric tmths of Islam and the Quran. 
Nor do they pay any special attention to the awaited Hidden Imam. 
Instead, Zaydis believe that the family of the Prophet is the histor- 
ical protector and preserver of the tme teachings of Islam and that 
it is their duty to stand up for justice in the face of oppressive mlers. 
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Any member of ihe tinnily of ihe Prophet who combines a mastery 
of lstamic schoiarshtp with an ability to stand up against injustice has 
the right to calJ himseif the imam. In many ways, Zaydism is a middle 
ground between Sunni and Imami Shiite Islam. 

ln their outlook on hadiths, Zaydis can be distinguished from 
Sunnis by four features: 1) an enhanced reverence for the family of 
the Prophet 2) a case-by-case evaluarion of the Companions, 3) a 
tnore cymcal view of early Islamic history, and 4) their Mu‘tazilite 
thoughL Zaydis summarize this with a quote from their Imam al- 
Hasan b. Yahyi b. al-Husayn b. Zayd b. ‘AJT: 

Tbe soturion to disagreements over what is permissible and prohib- 
ited is to follow thc clear and established texts from the Quran and 
to draw oo those weil-known, consistently tmnsmitted reports from 
the Prophet which have no chance ofbeing conspired foigery, as well 
as reports from the righteous members ofhis Family that agree with 
the clear indicatjons of the Book of God. In addition, we must follow 
thc just and pious members of the Family of the Messenger of God. 
These are the compelltng proofe for Muslims, and it is not permitted 
to follow otber than these. M 

The Zaydi imam al-Murtada Muhammad b. Yahya (d. 310/922) said: 

Indeed many hadiths disagree with the Book of God most high and 
contradict it, so we do not heed them. nor do we use them as proof. 

But aU that agrees whh the Book of God, testibed to by it as correct. is 
anthenric according to os, and we accept it as evidence. And also what 
oor ancestors nanated. father from son, from ‘ AD, from the Prophet, 
weoseas proof. And what was narrated by the reliable ( thiqat ) people 
of the Prophet’s Companions, we accept and apply 'tL And what dis- 
agreea with [ail] this we do not see as correct, nor do we espouse it. 65 

Zaydis feel thai there is undeniable evidence from the Quran and 
Smma that ‘AD and his descendants through the Prophet’s daughter 
epjoy unique yirtues and leadership responsibilities. The legal rul- 
ings and consensus of scholars from the Family of the Prophet and 
tbe hadiths they transmit are authoritarive for Zaydis. Like Imamis, 
Zaydis accept the mursal hadiths of imams (their narrations from the 
Prophet without citing a full isrtad). In addition, as hmam Sharaf al- 
Dhi (d. %5/l 557-8) stated, whatever scholars from the Family of 
the Prophet declare to be authenric hadiths is so. Although Zaydis 
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toreswear those who openly opposed the Family of the Prophet, 
they generally allow the narralion of hadiths from Sunm transmit- 
ters either in order to use their hadiths as evidence against them or 
because those specitic hadiths have been verified by Zaydi scholars. 
One of the Zaydi criticisms of the Sunni hadith tradition is the rela- 
tively small reliance on hadiths transmitted through the family of the 
Prophet. Zaydi scholars, for example, blame al-Bukhari for nanating 
hadiths via Kharijites known for their hatred of‘AIT but not through 
the revered imam Ja‘far al-Sadiq. 

Zaydi Islam also upholds a unique stance on the Companions of 
the Prophet. Both Sunni and Imami Shiite Islam espouse absolute 
positions - either anyone who saw the Prophet even for a moment 
was upstanding or only those who actively supported ‘AIT were. For 
Zaydis, only those individuals who enjoyed prolonged exposure to the 
Prophet and remained loyal lo his teachings afler his death are worthy 
of the title ‘Companion.’ lndividuals known for impious behavior, 
like WalTd b. ‘Uqba, or those who actively fought against ‘AIT, such 
as Mu‘awiya, are not considered to be Companions at all. Zaydis take 
Sunnis to task for naively believing that anyone who met the Prophet 
could serve as a reliable hadith transmitter. 

Zaydis maintained this more cynical perspective in their approach 
to early Islamic history in general. The political agendas of Umayyad 
and Abbasid rule, they assert, left lasting afTects on Sunni Islara. They 
believed that the Umayyads had encouraged the forgery of anti-Alid 
hadiths as well as hadiths praising other less worthy Companions. 
The Abbasids cultivated the four Sunni madhhabs as a means to stem 
any loyalty to the Family of the Prophet, making a dismissal of the 
Prophet’s Family a hallmark of early Sunni Islam. 

As inriuential to their hadith worIdview as their Alid loyalties is 
the Zaydi commitment to the Mu‘tazilite school of theology and legal 
theory. Like other Mu‘tazilites, Zaydis believe that passing the tests 
of the Quran and reason is essential for determining the authenticity 
of hadith. Zaydis oflen require hadiths to be massively transmitted 
(mutawatir) or accepted by the consensus of scholars in order to be 
used in derining theological stances. But Zaydis also accepted hadiths 
on these subjects if they were approved by imams. The Mu‘tazilite 
rejection of anthropomorphism has led Zaydis to dismiss any hadith 
that describes God in overly human terms in a manner that could 
not be interpreted figuratively. Zaydis thus hold that hadiths like the 
ones stating that when God sits on his throne it squeaks like a saddle 
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or that Muhammad is physically seated next to God on His throne are 
elements of Jewish and Christian lore that crept into the Islamic tradi- 
tion through early converts like Ka l b al-Ahbar. 


Mojor Zaydi Hadith Collections and Critics 

The specirically Zaydi corpus of hadith is not as vast as either its 
S unni or lmami Shiite counterparts. Its foundation is the Musnad of 
Zayd b. 4 AIT, which Zaydis claim to be the first book of hadiths written 
in Lslam. It consists of 228 Prophetic hadiths, 320 reports from ‘AlT, 
and two reports from al-Husayn. 66 Interestingly, raany of the reports 
that Zayd narrates frora his great-great grandfather ‘AlT appear as 
Propheric hadiths in Sunni collections, such as the statement ‘The 
ulenui are the heirs of the prophets. The prophets have not Ieft a 
dinar or a dirham; rather, they left knowledge as an inheritance 
among the scholars .’ 67 Small amalT, or dictation session, collections 
are very important in Zaydi Islara. Two famous ones are the Amali of 
Abu Talib Yahya b. Husayn (d. 424/1033) and the AmalT al-sughra 
of Imam al-Mu’ayyad Ahmad b. al-Husayn al-Harunl (d. 421/1030). 
Another central work of hadith and law is the JdmV al-kd/T of Abu 
‘Abdallah Muhammad b. ‘AlT of Kufa (d. 445/1053-4). 

Zaydis have generally drawn heavily on what we would define 
as the Sunni and Imami Shiite hadith reservoirs. Zaydi scholars reg- 
ularly quote mainstream Sunni hadith collections as well as Imami 
works like the Usul al-kdfi of al-Kulayni and the Nahj al-balagha of 
al-Sharif al-Radl, cboosing material that they feel conforms to Zaydi 
doctrine. Zaydis can draw from such eclectic sources because of the 
intermediate position thal their school occupies between Sunni and 
Imami Shiite Lslam. Sunni scholars that the Sunni tradition saw as 
favoring or cultivaring a great affection for the Family of the Prophet 
are seen by Zaydis as pious Shiites. The Zaydi scholar Sarim al-DTn 
al-Waziri (d. 914/1508) tbus declares that ai-Nas3*T, who refused to 
write a book on the virtues of Mu‘awiya, al-Hakim al-Naysaburi, who 
declared the hadith of Ghadlr Khumm to be sahih, and al-Tabari are 
all Shiites. 6 * 

The most important works of Zaydi hadith criticism appeared 
relatively late in Islamic history. Although these books draw at great 
Iength from earlier works of Zaydi hadith scholarship, few early 
works have survived intact. Zaydis view Ibn ‘Uqda (d. 332/944) 
(mentioned above as an imami hadith critic. an indication of bow 
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elastic these sectarian identities could be) as the progenitor of their 
formalized study of hadith transmitiers and criticism, citing his many 
lost books on the various students who transmitted from imams Like 
Ja‘far al-Sadiq. 69 The most frequently cited later works are al-Falak 
al-dawwdr Ji ‘ ulum al-hadith wa al-fiqh wa al-athar (The Orbiting 
Heavenly Body on the Sciences of Hadith, Reports and Law), an 
ambitious one-volume work by the fifteenth-century scholar Sarira 
al-DTn IbrahTm al-WazTri that lays out the basics of the Zaydi world- 
view, hadith criticism, important transmitters, and stances on major 
legal issues, as well as the Kitab al-Ttisam of al-Qasim b. Muhammad 
b. ‘AIT (d. 1059/1620). 


SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER READING 

A hirther study of Shiite hadiths should begin with more involved 
reading on Shiism in general. Heinz Halm’s Shnsm (2nd ed., New 
York, 2004) is both succinct and comprehensive, discussing all the 
branches of Shiism. Moojan Momen’s An Introduction ofShi‘i Islam 
(New Haven, 1985) is a classic guide to Imami Shiism in particular. 
For speciTic discussions of Shiite hadith, see Etan Kohlberg’s chapter 
‘ShPT HadTth' in The Cambridge History ofArabic Literature: Arabic 
Literature until the End of the Umayyad Period (London, 1983) as 
well as his article ‘Al-Usul al-Arba‘umi’a’ in Jerusalem Studies in 
Arabic andlslam 10(1987). Ron P. Buckley’s article ‘On the Origins 
of ShTi HadTth’ in Muslim World 88, no. 2 (1998), Robert Gleave’s 
‘Between Hadith and Fiqh : The “Canonical” lmamT Collections of 
Akhbar’ in Islamic Law and Society 8, no. 3 (2001), and Andrew 
Newman’s The Formative Period of Tweher ShTism: Hadith as 
Discourse between Qum and Baghdad (Kichmond, Surrey, 2000) are 
also very informative. Anyone interested in the early period of Shiism 
under the imams should consult Hossein Modaressi’s encyclopedic 
Tradition and Survival: A Bibliographical Survey of Early ShTite 
Literature Vol. I (Oxford: Oneworld, 2003). For a summary of the 
circumscribed Ismaili hadith tradition, see Ismail Poonwala, ‘Hadith 
Isma'ilism’ in the Encyclopedia Iranica. 

For an analysis of Imami Shiite hadith criticism, see Asma 
Afsaruddin’s article ‘An Lnsight into the HadTth Methodology of 
Jamal al-DTn Ahmad b. Tawus,’ Der Islam 72, no. 1 (1995): 25-46. 
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For original works of Shiite hadith scholarship in translation, see a 
fascinating secrion of al-KLulaynTs Al-Kafi % trans. Muhammad Hasan 
al-Rizvani (Karachi, 1995) and ‘Abd al-Had! aI-FadlT and al-Shahld 
al-Thanl, Introduction to Hadith, including Dirayat al-Hadith, trans. 
Nazmina Yiijee (London, 2002). 
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THE FUNCTION 0F PROPHETIC TRADITIONS 
IN ISLAMIC LAW AND LEGAL THEORY 


THE AUTHORITY OF THE SUNNA IN LAW 

All Muslims believe that the Quran is the primary source of Islamic 
law. Throughout Islamic history, the vast prcponderance of Muslims 
have also affirmed that the teachings of the Prophet adjust, augment 
and explain the Holy Book, although they have disagreed on how and 
to what extent it occurs. The Quran is not a detailed legai manual. Only 
about five hundred of the book’s veTses provide legal injunctions, and 
even on major questions such as ritual prayer the Quran is often vague. 
For both Sunni and Shiite Islam, the Prophet’s Sunna has thus proven 
an essential resource for explaining and supplementing the Quranic 
message. As the Companion ‘Imran b. Husayn supposedly told a 
person who wanted to take religious law only from the Holy Book 
and not finom the Sunna, 4 Indeed you are an idiot, do you find in the 
Book of God prayer explained!? Do you find in it fasting explained!? 
Indeed the Quran ordains this, but the Sunna explains it." 1 

As the iens through which the Quran was understood, the Sunna 
of the Prophet has controlled the way in which Muslims have inter- 
preted the Quranic revelation. Although no Muslim would claim that 
the word ofMuhammad is ontologically equal or superior to the word 
of God, early Sunnis such as Yahya b. Abl Kathlr (d. 129/747) Iong 
ago acknowledged that ‘The Sunna came to rule over the Quran, it is 
not the Quran that rules over the Sunna.’ 2 This was not in any way an 
admission of any deficiency in the Quran - rather it recognizes that 
the book required the Prophet’s example and teachings in order to 
explain its verses and unlock its manifold meanings to an evolving 
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community. As many early Muslims such as Ayyub al-SakhtiyanT(d. 
131/748) noted. ‘The Quran needs the Sunna more than the Sunna 
needs the Quran.’ 3 Muslim schools of thought at various times have 
insisted, out of principle, that the words of a mere mortal, even 
Muhammad, could neverconceivably carry more interpretive weight 
than the word of God. Yet they have all historically recognized that, 
whichever way one chooses to phrase it, the Prophet’s legacy has 
profoundly informed and altered the way the Quran’s legal message 
has been understood. 

The word ‘Sunna,' of course, is not fully synonymous with 
‘hadith.’ Ln the first century and a ha!fof Islamic history, 'sunna ’ was 
often understood as the accepted set of practices and beliefs of the 
Muslim community as passed on from the Companions. A ‘hadith’ 
was merely a report from the Prophet that may or may not have actu- 
ally been acted on as a rule in daily Muslim life. Shu‘ba b. al-Hajjaj 
was thus considered a master of hadiths but not of sunna , while 
Sufyan al-Thawri (d. 161 /778) was considered a master of both. 4 We 
have already seen that Malik believed that the practice of the people 
of Medina, which he felt had been transmitted en masse from the time 
of the Prophet, was a much more reliable source for discovering the 
Prophet’s Sunna than a solitary hadith narrated by ooe isnad. By the 
time ofMalik’s student al-Shafi‘T, however, among the ahlal-hadith a 
concerted study of hadiths had become the essential route for leaming 
and implementing the Sunna of the Prophet. 

The importance of hadiths in the Sunni derwation of Islamic law 
is clear from the sources from which the different Sunni schools of 
law drew. Hanaffs ranked the sources of law as 1) the Quran, 2) sound 
hadiths, 3) Companion opinions, and 4) methods of legal reasoning 
based on the Quran and Sunna. Al-Shafu consulted 1) the Quran and 
reliable hadiths, 2) the consensus of scholars, 3) Companion opinions, 
and 4) analogical reasoning based on the Quran and Sunna. MalikTs 
described their sources of law as I) the Quran, 2) the Prophet’s Sunna, 
which was understood through hadiths, Companion rulings, and the 
practice of Medina, 3) consensus, 4) legal reasoning and commu- 
nal needs. HanbalTs described Tbn Hanbal’s sources of law as 1) the 
Quran and reliable hadiths, 2) the consensus of the early community, 
3) Companion opinions, 4) weak hadiths, and 5) analogical reasoning 
based on the Quran and Sunna. 5 

It is worth noting that accepting the Sunna ^nd hadiths as an 
essential source of Islamic law was not uncontested. In the first two 
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centunes otlslara (and indeed, in the modem period as well, see Chap- 
ter 9). there were schools of thought that rejected the use of hadiths in 
Lslamic law entirely. The works of aJ-ShSii 1 ! record his disputations 
with these scholars, known to Sunnis as the ‘People of Speculative 
Theology {ahlai-kaidm)^ who could not accept the ideaof taking their 
religion and its laws firom reports transmitted merely ‘ from so-and-so, 
firom so-and-so. * b This was a hmction fit for something as historicaily 
reliable as the Quran alone. This extreme skepticism towards hadiths, 
howe\er, died out in classical Sunni and Shiite Isiam, although its 
traces will be seen below in the Mu‘taziiite approach to hadiths. Sunni 
Lslam in particular followed the reasoning with which al-ShafM had 
confronted the ‘People of Speculative Theology’: without the Sunna 
and hadith^ how could Muslims know the detaiis of prayer or of the 
Ramadan fast? 7 


THE INTERACTION OF THE SUNNA WITH THE 
QURAN IN LAW 

AJ-ShaST offered a succinct description of the manner in which the 
Sunna couid affect interpretation of the Quran. First, the Prophet 
conld demonstrate that the meaning of a general Quranic verse was 
more specific than it appeared. The Quran, for example, states ‘The 
thief, male or female, cut off their hand in retribution for what they 
have done, an exemplary punishment from God, for God is mighty 
and wise’ (Quran 5:38). We leam from a hadith narrated from the 
Prophet by Aisha, however, that we should ‘not cut off someone’s 
hand for an item whose valne is less than a q uarter dinar’ (1 /4 dinar 
is approximately $25). 8 The Stmna also clanfied ambiguous or vague 
Quranic commands. The Quran orders Muslims to pray and fast, but 
only the Sunna explains how these rituals are performed The Sunna 
could aiso abrogate or add entirely new information to the Quran. The 
Quran forbids Muslims from eating carrion, but in a famous hadith 
tbe Prophet approves of a group of Muslims who had eaten the meat 
of a dead whale they had found on the beach, for he reminds them that 
everything that comes from the sea is permissible to eat. Hadiths also 
inform Muslims that they can eat dead grasshoppers they fmd. The 
Quran forbids men firom marrying their mothers, sisters, daughters, or 
aunts (wtth the corresponding male relationships for women implied 
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as well), saying that women ‘other than Lhese arepermissible’(Quran 
4:24). Hadiths add that a man cannot marry a woman and her aunt at 
the same time. 

Traditional Sunni scholars have uniformly rejected the hadith, 
invoked by Mu‘tazilites, that orders Muslims to reject hadiths that 
differ with the Quran. As al-Shafi l T said, such an idea was ‘pure ignor- 
ance,’ since the purpose of hadiths was to explain, modity, and add 
to the Quran. Hadiths could thus by definition break with the evident 
rneamng of Quranic verses. 

Coming from the ahl al-ra y tradition, the Hanafis also recognized 
these interactions between the Sunna and the Quran, although as we 
will see they maintained different standards for when hadiths could 
fulfill these functions. HanafT legal theorists discussed how hadiths 
could reinforce Quranic rulings (called an ‘afTirming indication,’ or 
bayan taqrir ), add explanatory information to a Quranic ruling (called 
an ‘explanatory indication,’ or bayan tafsir ), or replace and restrict a 
Quranic ruling (called an ‘abrogating indication,’ or bayan tabdil).' 9 


DIFFERENT CONDITIONS FOR THE USE OF 
HADITHS IN LAW 

The ahl al-hadith movement (the original core of Sunni Islarn) was 
built on the premise that a report established as coming ffom the 
Prophet was legally compelling. As al-ShafiT famously stated, ‘lfthe 
hadith is reliable, then that is my ruling (in sahha al-hadithf'a-hadha 
madhhabT).'' 0 Both sahih and hasan hadiths were considered admis- 
sible in law, and we have seen that early ahl al-hadith jurists like Ibn 
Hanbal sometimes acted on weak hadiths if they could find no other 
evidence whatsoever on a particular issue. 

When Sunni legal theory matured in the eleventh century, it was 
accepted that, although ahad( i.e., non-massively transmitted) hadiths 
did not yield epistemological certainty (yaqin) that the Prophet had 
made that statement, they did yield a very strong probability (zann). 
This was sufficient for fixing law and ritual. While almost all iegal 
hadiths were ahad , the Quran was epistemologically certain, mas- 
sively transmitted from the time of the Prophet. This posed a problem 
for proponents of the majority Ash‘ari school of legal theory (sub- 
scribed to by ShariT, MaJikl, and many HanbalT scholars). These legal 
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theorists couid oot accept that an dhad hadith, which conveyed tnere 
pnjbability, could replace a Quranic ruiing. They therefore rejected 
the doctnne that d/uu/hadiths could abrogate (naskh) the Quran. But 
if this were the case. then bow could they explain rulings such as 
ailowing estmg dead fish or the prohibition on marrymg a woman 
aod her aunt? As the Ash aiT legal theonst Ibn Furak (d. 406/1015) 
cleveriy expiamed. this was possible because such a ruling could be 
phrased as an ahddhadnh specifying or adjusting Quramc verses, not 
replacing their rulings. 11 

The various groups that made up the Partisans of Legal Reasoning 
(ahlal-ra y) aisoaccepted the compellmg power ofhadiths. In princi- 
ple. no Muslim couid argue that the Prophet’s words merited anything 
short of obedknce. Abu Hanlta is quoted as saying, 4 Whoever says 
that we prefcT our own legal reasoning ( qiyds ) to a revealed text [ from 
the Prophet] has lied, by God, and defamed us. For what need is there 
for legal reasoning in the presence of such a text!?’ 12 The crux of the 
chfferex 2 ce betweea the ahi ai-hadlth and the ahl al-ra 'y was how one 
determined if a hadith was reliable enough to be accepted in Law. 

As a rule, the Hanafi school of law does not allow hadiths to 
abrogate or specdy the evidem meaning of Quranic verses unless 
the repon is mashhur (widespread and accepted by jurists). They 
viewed specification ( takhsls) of a Quranic verse as a form of abroga- 
tioo (naskh) of the holy book and therefore did not permit it by dhad 
hadilhs. For exampte, the other three Sunni schools of law require a 
Muslim to have the intention to perform his ritual ablutions before he 
stans waahiog on the basis of the famous hadith 'Indeed deeds are 
(jndged] by istentio» (irmamd al-a'mdi bi ' l-niyyat ).’ But because 
this hadith is only narrated by one solitary chain of transmission for 
four stages in the isndd (Prophet ->‘Umar b. al-Khattab ■) ‘AJqama 
b. Waqqis 4 Muhammad b. IbrShlm -> Yahya b. Sald al-AnsarT), 
the Hanafis do not consider it widespread enougb to adjust the Quran, 
whtch simply mstructs Muslims to wash certain parts of their bodies 
fbr abhnions (Quran 5:6). For HanaHs, then, one can take a shower 
and then retroactfvely coum that as one's ablutions even if one had not 
intended to do so while showering, 

In the case of a hadith that is not widely enough transmitted to be 
deemed mashhur, Hanafts do not accept it in legai discussions if it 
deals with a case of 'umum ai-baiwa , or an issue of great importance 
to Islamic Kaw. If the issue addressed by the hadith were crucial for 
Muslims’ understandmg of their religion, then God and His prophet 
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would have assured that it was transraitted by more reliable means. 
Hanafis also do not accept a non-mashhur hadith if the early scholars 
who transraitted it did noi act according to its ruling. If the hadith 
uuly represented the Prophets Sunna, then why would a pious nar- 
rator not follow it? Finally, until the lOOOs CE many Hanafi jurists 
favored their own legal reasoning over a non-mashhur hadith if its 
transmitters were not considered skilled in legal analysis. Since the 
Companion Abu Hurayra was not known for his legal acumen, this 
placed many of his hadiths outside the realm of legal usage. 13 

The Malikl school of law was also considered by some to be part 
of the ahl al-ra 'y movement. It is very difficult, however, lo deter- 
mine exactly what the early Malikl stance on hadiths was. Malik him- 
self often rejected hadiths that contradicted the practice of the people 
of Medina. For example, Malik prayed with his hands at his sides 
because this was what he saw as the practice of the scholars ofMedina, 
the city which had witnessed the Prophet praying first hand. He broke 
with many hadiths, taken as proof by the other Sunni schools of law, 
which described the Prophet praying with his hands held over his 
storaach. Malik also chose not to act on hadiths that he recognized as 
reliable ifhe feared they would lead to misunderstandings or facilitate 
prohibited acts (a concept known as sadd al-dhara 7‘, or ‘preventing 
means’)- He did not allow acting on a sahih hadith that recommended 
that Musliras fasl for six days in the month immediately following 
the obligatory raonth-long fast of Ramadan because he feared peopie 
would confuse this optional fast with the required one. 14 

The Mu‘tazilite school of theology and legal theory, of course, 
retained the most rigorous standards for accepting hadiths for use in 
law. According to later Mu‘tazilites, the founder of the school, Wasil 
b. ‘Ata’ (d. 131/750), would only accept hadiths if they were agreed 
upon as authentic by the whole community of scholars. 15 For matters 
of law, the Mu‘tazilite master Abfl Hudhayl (d. 200/815) required a 
hadith to have four separate narrations, although later members of the 
school required only two. 16 


WEAK. HADITHS AND PRACTICE: DIFFERENT PROOFS FOR 
THE AUTHENTICITY OF LEGAL HADITHS 


During the forraative first three centuries of the Sunni legal tradition, 
there was a diversity of approaches to weighing the evidence provided 
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by isnads agaress che ac c epi ed practice of leg&J scholars. Despite their 
oboeaaoo wiih the ismid as the only nw»aiM af autheoocating hadith&, 
earty M affirmed that the wideapread acceptanoe of 

a kgai nikng codd otlset a iackiuster isnad. In such a case, the begai 
stBDee menDooed m the weak hadith was strengthened by the estab- 
iiahed MhtK» of dte Muslim oomnmnity. not by the hadiths isndd. Ln 
techapaeriBhtsJ&Rf onfecingthepreacherwhenheisgiving hisser- 
tnon (hiong Fnday psayer, al-Tirmidhi prcmdes the following hadith: 


hwasreportcdtousby ‘Abbidb. Ya‘qfibal-Kflff: it was neported to us 
by Muhammadb aI>Fadl b. ‘<\nyya, &om Mansur. from IbrihTm, from 
‘Algama. from 'AbdaHIh b. Mas‘Qd, who saidL 'When tbe Propbet 
used gd staod up oo the poJpit we wouW tum our &ces to him. ’ 


Al-TmhiM, however, declares this hadith weak because Muhammad 
b. al-Fadl b. ‘Aliyya k is weak, oselessinhadith.' In fact, he states, there 
ase no oathentic hatditha ahout facing the PropheL Al-Tirmidhl adds, 
however, that ‘the schotars of the Companions and those who came 
afterthemhsve acted accordmg to this hadith - they preferred to face 
the preacher when he begins speaking. This is the stance of Sufyan al- 
Thawri, al-Shahl, Ahmad b. Hanbal and lshaqb. Rihawayh.’ 17 

A more famous eiample occurs in the case of inheritance. The 
Quan. and hadirhs set detaikd regulatkms for how much a person 
nmst kawe to each ofhis or ber inheritors - a person can distribute no 
raore than ooe third of the estate to peopk of his or her own choos- 
ing. In a tamous hadith, however, the Prophet declares, ‘No bequest 
to m iakertoar (ia wasiyya li-warith )'; in other words, one cannot 
kave pait of du» third to someooe who already inherits automati- 
caOy. Every one of the many narradcms of this hadith suffers from 
sorae flaw in tbe Lmad according to Muslim hadith critics. But as 
at-ShifiT and the MSlikl hattah schoiar of Lisbon, Ibn ‘Abd al-Ban 
(d. 463/1070), dedared, ‘Whh reports like this that became well 
estabiished among all tbe scholars, rt is not necessary to provide an 
isnad. For its widespread transmtssion and well-known status among 
tkem is strooger than any Lsnad.' ] * 

Skmkiiy, a hadith could be set aside as unrepresentative of the 
Praphet’» Srama based on the collective practice of thc Musiim com- 
monity. AJ-Tumidhl nanates the hadith: ‘Amr b. AbT ‘Amr 4- ‘Ikrima 
4* Ibn ‘Abbk that the Prophet said, ‘When you find someone who 
has had sex with au anlmal, kfQ hta aad klD the anintaL’ Al- 
TtrmkM says that he does not know of this hadttb from anyone other 
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than Amr b. AM Amr, but that Sutyin al-ThawrT quoted Ibn ‘Abbis 
that no one should be killed for bestiality. Al-Ttrmidhl concludes 
that this second report is more authentic than the first, m great pait 
because ‘this is what jurists like Ibn Hanbal and Ishiq b. R&hawayh 
have acted on. t|9 

Sorac also maintained that juridical mastery obviated the need to 
cite an isndd at all. From the early Islamic pcriod onward, jurists frora 
the HanaR school held that a competent scholar of the early period 
need not provide an isndd for a hadith he cited. Unlike the Partisana 
of Hadith, they therefore considered munal hadiths (hadiths in whicb 
an earty scholar such as a Successor quoted the Propbet without an 
isnad , see Chapter 3) to be acceptable proofs in legal discourse. They 
argued that when AbO HanTfa cited the Prophet’s words or deeds as 
legal proo f without providing any isndd, this was because he was so 
confident in the authenticity of the hadith that he did not bother with 
a chain of transmission. In addidon, in the time of AbO HanTfa (who 
was considered a Successor because he had seen the Companion Anas 
b. Malik as a boy) it had not become predominate practice for scholars 
to provide isnads. Malik thus frequently included munal hadiths in 
his Muwatta \ 

Al-Shafi% however, led the Partisans of Hadith attack on mursal 
hadiths and insisted on providing an isnad in orderto prove the reliabil- 
ity ofone’s hadith. He stated that he had examined the mursal hadiths 
in circulation and found that only those of the senior Successor SaTd 
b. al-Musayyab were reliable, since it was assumed that he had heard 
them all through his father-in-law Abu Hurayra. 20 Because there was 
a break in the isnads of mursal hadiths, the ahl al-hadith considered 
them to be unreliable. Scholars from the Sh§fi‘T and HanbalT schools 
of law thus only used mursal hadiths as evidence if they came frora 
SaTd b. al-Musayyab, when they were backed up by the legal rulings 
of Companions or to tip the balance in the case of two competing 
hadiths. 21 


THE EVOLVING USE OF HADITHS IN THE SUNNI 
SCHOOLS OF LAW 


Although hadiths have played an undeniably crucial role in con- 
structing Islamic law, that role has not remained static since the early 
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period of Muslim legal ihought. As we saw in the musannaf period, 
early legal scholars like Malik b. Anas relied on Companion opinions 
and the rulrngs of eariy jurists firom the Successor generation more 
often than Prophetic hadiths. Compamon opinions and analogi- 
cal legal reasoning ranked highly among the sources of law that the 
Shafil, Maliki. Hanaft, and Hanball schools identihed. By the ninth 
century, however, it had become necessary for schools of law to fmd 
Prophenc hadiths to justiiy their stances. ln his massive book of sub- 
stantive law, the Umm y al-Shafi‘T had cited only about four thousand 
three hundred hadiths with full isndds to the Prophet as evidence. 
The eleventh-century Shafn scholar Abu Bakr al-BayhaqT, however, 
filled his massive Surum al-kubra (The Greal Sunan) with over twenty 
thousand narraiions from the Prophet in order to back up every detail 
ofSh^fi*T law. 

The history of Sunni legal thought, however, was not a linear pro- 
cess of collecting more and more hadiths to justify a certain legal 
position. The Sunni schools of law were evolving interpretive tradi- 
dons thai presented evidence in different ways depending on their 
needs. Each madhhab (school of law) represented a tradition of trans- 
mitting, explaimng, reexammmg, adjusting and adapting the original 
body of law originated by its founding figures. 

ih the case of the Hanball school of law, for example, the legal 
opinions given by Ibn Hanbal were collected from his senior students 
by Abii Bakr b. al-Khallal (d. 311/923—4). His student al-KhiraqI 
(d. 334/945-6) sifted through the many and sometimes seemingly 
contradictory opinions of Ibn Hanbal, attempting to piace each 
one in its proper contexL His work, known as the Mukhtasar (The 
Abridgement), was the foundationaJ text of the HanbalT school. 

Later scholars transformed this work to fit various needs. Ibn 
Qudama (d. 620/1223), for example, cbanneled the Mukhtasar into 
four works of increasing size and complexity: the ‘ Umda (The Pillar), 
designed to introduce students of the school to its principal rulings; 
the MuqnC (The Convincing Book), which introduced Hanbatl stu- 
dents to the various differences of opinion among the schooPs major 
figures; the Kap (The Sufficient Book), which introduced students 
to the evidence and argumentation for these positions; and finally 
the huge MughnJ (The Obviating Book), which added more evidence 
and the opinions of other schools of law as well. The Muqm was 
digested by MGsa al-HajjlwT (d. 968/1560) into a small and easily 
memorized text called the Zad al-mustaqni ‘ (Provisions for One 
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Seeking Certainty), which provided the oATicial Hanbah stances on 
issues of law. This work was then explained by Manstir al-Buhutl 
(d. 1051 /1641) in his al-Rawdal-murbi 1 (The Abundant Garden), in 
which the author expanded the work and also provided the reader 
with evidence for its rulings. 

ln these works, the HanbalT school’s use of hadiths expanded and 
contracted according to the purpose of a particular book. We can see 
this clearly in the example of the HanbalT position on how some- 
one should pray if he is too weak to stand or even sit up straight: he 
should lie on his side facing the direction of prayer, nodding with 
his head to represent the normal bowings and prostrations of prayer. 
The Mukhtasar of al-KhiraqT does not concera itself with providing 
evidence on this - it merely seeks to identify Ibn HanbaKs stances on 
legal issues. The lengthy MughnIof Ibn Qudama, however, provides 
a myriad of Quranic verses, hadiths, and early scholarly opinions lo 
justify Ibn Hanbal’s choice. We fmd Ibn Qudama citing a hadith that 
Ibn Hanbal had included in his famous Musnad : The Prophet said to 
Tmran b. Husayn: ‘Pray standing, and if you cannot, then sitting, 
and if you cannot, then on yourside (salliqa 'iman wa in lam tastati ‘ 
fa-qa*idan wa in lam tastati' fa-ala janb)' This was exceilent evi- 
dence for the HanbalT opinion, since the hadith had been included in 
the SahThayn and was thus extremely reliable. Ibn Qudaraa also lists 
other hadiths transmitted by al-NasaT that add that the person should 
lie down fully if unable to lie on his side. 22 

Centuries later, however, when al-BuhOtT was providing evidence 
for the HanbalT position in his Rawdal-murbi\ he omitted these reli- 
able hadiths and instead used an otherwise very weak hadith ffom the 
Sunan of al-DaraqutnI. The reason for this was clear: this one hadith 
lays out the HanbalT position word for word! It reads: 

The Prophet said: The sick person should pray standlng if he ean. 

If he cannoL, he should pray sitting down. lf he is unable to pros- 
trate, he gestures with his head and makes the gestnre of prostra- 
tion lower than the gesture representing bowing. If he is nnable to 
pray sitting, he should pray on his right side facing the direction 
of prayer, and lf he is unable to do that he should Ue with his legs 
facing the direction of prayer. 23 

ln the Mughnl , Ibn Qudama sought to collect the most reliable hadiths 
as evidence to support the HanbalTschool. Foral-BuhutT, the schooPs 
position was already justiried. He only wanted to provide his reader 
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with ooe concise piece of evidence that summarized it even if that 
hadith was unreliabie. 


IKHTILAF AL-HADlTH: DISAGREEMENT AND DIFFER1NG 
INTERPRETATION OF HADITHS AMONG JURISTS 

The Prophet taught thousands of followers, interacted with his com- 
munity for twenty-three years, and acted as a judge and political leader 
for the last ten. As a result, sjfting through his Companions* sundry 
recollections ofhis words in order to determine his precedent (Sunna) 
was a motmmental task. The vast number and complex meaning of the 
hadiths with which jurists had to contend in their attempts to derive 
Islamic law made the hadith tradition fertile ground for disagreement 
and varying interpretations. 

Even a cursory reading of major hadith collections illustrates the 
difficulty of reaching definitive conclusions based on hadiths. In al- 
Tinnidhl ’s JamT , for example, we find one section listing hadiths for- 
biddtng drinking while standing up followed by another section with 
hadiths describing how the Companions saw the Prophet drinking 
while standing up! In addition to determining whicb hadiths to act 
on, a Muslnn scholar had to place these hadiths within the framework 
of Quranic injunctions and the specific interests of the Muslim 
cormmmity. A common saying among Muslim scholars thus identi- 
fies hadith critics with pharmacists, who provide the medicine, and 
legal scholars with doctors, who know how to use this medicine 
properly. 24 

Disagreement was often the outcome of limited access. As we 
have seen, in its first two centuries the hadith tradition was highly 
localized. In Medina, Mllik did not have access to the same hadiths 
as Abu Hanlfa in Kufa. These two jurists were thus working from 
different bodies of hadiths. AJ-Shafw is reported to have said that the 
hadiths that provide tbe basis for all legal rulings (usul al-ahkam) are 
only fifty or so in number. He adds that his teacher MHlik only had 
thirty, while his teacher Sufyin b. ‘Uyayna (d. 196/811) in Mecca had 
all but suc. 25 

Assumtng that scbolars had access to the same hadiths, what are 
tbe factors that could lead Muslim jurists to reach different legal con- 
clusions on their basis? Why might a scholar ignore a hadith or take 
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one over another? The fourteenth-century analyst Ibn Taymiyya (d. 
728/1328) explained that disagreements over the Prophet’s Sunna 
as communicated by the hadith literature revolved around three 
points. 26 

First, a scholar might not have thought that a certain hadith was 
reliable. Instead, he might have chosen another narration over it. For 
an example, let us tum to al-TirmidhTs Jami\ which documented legal 
disagreement as well as hadiths. In his section on how one should say 
‘Amen’ in prayer, al-Tirmidhl writes: 

It was reported to us by Bundar Muhammad b. Bashshir it was 
reported to us by Yahya b. SaTd al-Qattan and ‘Abd al-Rahmdn b. 
MahdT: it was reported to us by Sufyan, from Salama b. Kuhayl, from 
Hujr b. ‘Anbas, from Wa’il b. Hujr. he said, ‘I heard the Prophet 
read |the Quranic verse in prayer| “And not those rejected by 
God nor those who have gone astray” and then he said, ‘*Amen,” 
stretching out his words.’ And on thal issue there are also hadiths 
ffom ‘AlT b. AbT Talib and Abu Hurayra. 

The hadith of Wa’il b. Hujr is a hasan hadith, and that is the posi- 
tion of more than one of the people of knowledge from among the 
Companions of the Prophet, the Successors and those after them. 
They hold that a person raises his voice in saying ‘Amen’ and does 
not say it silently. This is the opinion of al-ShaAT, Ahmad b. Hanbal 
and Ishaq b. RShawayh. 

But Shu‘ba b. al-Hajjaj namated this hadith from Salama b. 
Kuhayl, ffom Hujr b. al-‘Anbas, from ‘Alqama b. W§’il, from his 
father, that ‘the Prophet read [the verse) “Not those rejected by 
God nor those who bave gone astray,” and said “Amen” bot low- 
ered his voice/ 

I heard Muhammad [al-BukhSri] say, ‘the first hadith, [that] of 
Sufyan, is more authentic than the [second] badith, [that] of Shu‘ba 
on that issue. And Shu‘ba erred at severai points in the hadith, saying 
“from Hujr b. al-‘Anbas”, when it is really ‘Hujr b. ‘Anbas ... and he 
added in the hadith “from ‘Alqama b. W§’il” when that is not part of 
the hadith’s [isnad\. Rather it is “from Hujr b. ‘Anbas, from Wa’il b. 
Hujr.” Finally, [Shu‘ba] said, “and he lowered his voice,” when really 
it is “and he extended his voice in saying Amen.” 

I asked Abu Zur'a [al-R2Lzt] about that hadith and he said, 
‘Sufyan’s hadith on that issue is more authentic than Shu‘ba’s.’ He 
odded, ‘And there is [a hadith of| al-'Ala’ b. Salih al-Asadl, from 
Salama b. Kuhayl, like the narration of SulySn. It was reported to us 
by AbO Bakr Muhammad b. Aban: it was reported to us by ‘Abdallah 
b. Numayr: it was reported to us by al-‘Ala’ b. S§lih al-AsadT, from 
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Salama b. KuhayL from Hujr b. ‘Anbas, from Wa'il b. Hujr, from the 

Propbet, the hkesof Sutyan’s hadith, from Salamab. Kuhayl. 27 

Here we see the debate surrounding two narrations of the same 
hadith, one through Suiyan, from Salama b. Kuhayl, which describes 
the Prophet saying ‘Amen’ out loud during prayer; and one through 
Shuba. from Salama b. Kuhayl that says the opposite. Jurists like 
al-Shafn and Ibn Hanbal cbose Sufyan's narration, which describes 
the Prophet saying ‘Amen'out loud, rejecting Shu‘bas version. Al- 
Tiimidhl provides the opinions of the influential hadith critics al- 
Bukhari and Abu Zur‘a al-Rari to explain why: Shu‘ba s narration 
includes an error (a very minor one!) in the name of the transmitters 
and adds another transmitter incorrectly into the isndd. More import- 
antly, al-‘Ala' b. Salih al-AsadTs narration of the hadith trom Salama 
b. Kuhayl corroborates Sufyan’s narration of ‘ Amen’ being said out 
loud. The hadith scholars' critical method, focusing on the reliability 
of the isndd and corroboration, thus led many jurists to uphold saying 
4 Amen' oul loud in prayer. 

Second, a jurist might conclude that one hadith had abrogated 
another one, annuilmg and replacing its ruling. All hadith scholars 
and jurists acknowledged an authentic hadith in which the Prophet 
instructed Musiims to perform ablutions after eating food cooked by 
fire. Al-SuyutJ even declared it mutawatir. 2 * Sunni scholars, however, 
agreed on hadiths transmitted by Ibn ‘Abbas and Abu Bakr that during 
the last few years of his life in Medina the Prophet had been served a 
cooked lamb shoulder and then had prayed his aftemoon prayer with- 
out peribrming ablutions. The Companions therefore understood that 
the earlier requirement for ablutions had been nullified. 29 

Several hadilh scholars penned books devoted to listing and ana- 
lyzing hadiths that abrogated or were abrogated. Ibn Hanbal ’s student 
AbO Bakr Ahmad al-Athram (d. 261/875) wrote his Ndsikh al-hadith 
wa mansukhuhu (Abrogating and Abrogated Hadiths), Ibn Shahln (d. 
385/986) of Baghdad and Abu Bakr al-HazimT (d. 584/1188-89) also 
wrote large and widely studied works on hadith abrogation. 

Finally, a jurist might not have thought that a hadith addressed 
a particular issue or may have weighed it against other evidence in 
a m a nne r that diriered from other jurists. We have already seen that 
Hanafis did not allow hadiths to modify or abrogate Quranic rulings 
unless they were well established. This led Hanaits to break with 
the other Sirnni schools of law in not requiring Muslims to declare 
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their intentions before perPorming ritual ablutions. Malik, for his 
part, favored the practice of Medinans over many hadiths. Ln the case 
of the apparent contradiction between hadiths in which the Prophet 
instructed his fo!lowers not to drink while standing up and hadiths 
describing the Prophet doing just that, many jurists understood this as 
meaning that drinking standing up was discouraged but nonetheless 
permissible. 30 

The context in which a hadith appeared could have tremendous 
impact in its implications. We find, for example, two narrations of a 
hadith narraled trom ‘Urwa b. al-Zubayr, from his aunt Aisha, from 
the Prophet. In one the Prophet states ‘Wboever is trled by hav- 
Ing daughters and perseveres with them, they will veil him from 
the Hellfire |on the Day of Judgment).'This report does not leave 
a very positive impression of daughters! In the second narration, 
however, we fmd illuminating details. Aisha recounts how ‘A woman 
entered asking me [for food] and had two daughters with her. But 
all I had with me was a date, so I gave it to her, and she split it 
between her two daughters without eating any herself. When the 
Prophet came I told him of this, and he said, ‘Whoever is tried by 
these daughters, they will be a veil from HellAre (on the Day of 
Judgment|. ,JI 

In the modern period, context has strongly informed the use of 
another gender-related hadith. In his defense ofwomen’s right to hold 
public offlce, the Egyptian scholar Muhammad al-GhazalT (d. 1996) 
noted that the majority of classical scholars had objected to women 
serving as judges on the basis of the sahih hadith, ‘The people who 
entrust their affairs to a woman will not succeed (lanyujliha qawm 
wallu amrahum imra ’a).* Al-GhazalT, however, retons that the con- 
text in which this hadith was said clarifies its meaning. The Persian 
Sassanid Empire was experiencing intemal political crises as well 
as military defeats at the hands of the Byzantines. In the midst of 
this trouble, the Sassanids brought a woman to the throne. The 
Prophet was merely noting that this would not prevent the empire’s 
downfall. 32 

Ever creative, Jalal al-DTn al-SuyutT (d. 911/1505) wrote a book 
on the ‘reasons for the appearance of hadiths’ (Asbab wurud al - 
hadith , the book had that same title), as did Ibrahlm b. Hamza (d. 

1708). These books, however, did not introduce any new information 
about hadiths. The context and motivations for the Prophet’s state- 
ments were already found either within hadith collections or in 
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commenunes on these works. Books Like al-SuyutTs simply culled 
that information from these sources and reorganized it 

The diiTerent reasons for disagreement over interpreting hadiths 
could comcide. Ai-ShMi l T described how scholars should address 
such situadons. In a case of clashing hadiths, one should first examine 
whicb hadirhj! have the most reliable isnath. First, he states unequivo- 
cally that no two reliable hadiths can be contradictory, since it is impos- 
sibie for the Prophet to have an inconsistent Sunna. Instead, one must 
detennine the proper relationship between the ccmtrasting hadiths. 
AJ-Shafu staies that hadiths thai convey different rulings on an issue 
may indicate that the Prophet inlended there to be latitude and flex- 
ibility. If this is not the case, then the one hadith might address certain 
circumstances and the second one other circumstances. lf neither of 
these options is possible, one hadith must abrogate the other. 33 

We can see the way in which reconciliation and abrogation inter- 
acted in the question of 'the Two Prostrations of Error (sajdata al - 
sakwy When Muslims perfonn their canonical prayer - done five 
times daily - tbeir prayers consist of a fixed cycle of actions and utter- 
ances including bowing, prostrations, and kneeling. Ln the last prayer 
cycle of ihe prayer, the worshipper perfonns the 1 Taslim or tuming 
one’s head to the righi and left and saying ‘May the peace and mercy 
of God be upon you (al-saldm ‘alaykum wa rahmat Alldh)' to the per- 
son to the right and left This marks the end of the prayer. If a worship- 
per errs in the proper procedures of the prayer, they can touch their 
foreheads to the ground twice while seated at the end of the prayer. 
These two prostrations are called ‘The Two Prostrations of Error. ’ 
The ShafiT school holds that these prostrations should be done 
before the Taalim , while HanatTs maintain that they should be per- 
formed afterwards. Mglikis and HanbaHs take more subtle positions. 
The following is al-TirmidhTs discussion of the different hadiths 
dealmg with this issue and the different ways that scholars have inter- 
preted them. He mentions a hadith affirming thai the Two Prostrations 
are made before the Tastim , only alluding to another famous one in 
which the Prophet prays them afterwards: 

h wss reported to us by Qutayba [b. SaTd]: it was reported to us 
by al-Layth [b. Sa‘d], from Ibn Shihlb [al-Zuhif], from al-A‘raj, 
from ‘AbdalUh b. Bujayna al-Asadt, associate of the Banfl ‘Abd al- 
Muttalib [family], that the Prophet stood up inthe Noon piayer when 
he sbould have remained seated, so when he hnished his prayer he 
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prostraled twice. saying ‘God is mosi great (Allahu akbar)' for both 
prostrations, belore saying the fmal Taslim [to exit the prayer]. And 
the congregation following the Prophet in prayer did the same as him. 

He had done this to make up for forgetting to remain seaied during 
part of the prayer. 


The hadTth of Ibn Bujayna is a hasan sahih hadith, and it is 
acted on by some of the people of knowledge. being the opinion of 
al-Sh5fi T. He hotds that the Prostrations of Error are always before 
the Taslim, saying that this hadith abrogates the other hadiths on this 
issue. Al-Sham mentions that this hadith represents the practice of 
the Prophet in the last stage of his career. Ahmad Ibn Hanbal and lsh§q 
b. Rahawayh say that if someone stands up in prayer in the midst of 
his normal two prostrations he should perform the two PTOStrations of 
Error before the Taslim as per the hadith of Ibn Bujayna. 

The scholars have disagreed on when one should perform the two 
Prostrations of Error, before the Taslim or after it? Some hold that one 
should perform them after the Taslim\ this is the position of Sufyln 
al-Thawn and the Kufans [in other words, the HanafTsJ. Some have 
said ‘before the Taslim ,’ and this is the position of most the Medinan 
jurists like Yahy§ b. Sa^Td, Rabfa [al-Ra’y] and others. This is the 
opinion of al-Shafi‘T. 

Otbers have said that if the mistake is adding something to the 
prayer then the Prostration of Error is after the Taslim, and if it is 
an erTor of omission then before the Tastim. This is the opinion of 
Malik b. Anas. 

Ahmad Ibn Hanbal said, ‘ AU the hadiths related from the Prophet 
conceming the two Prostrations of Error should be employed, each 
according to its specific context.‘ He sees that when the Prophet 
stood up incorrectly in the hadilh of Ibn Bujayna, he prayed the 
two Prostrations before the Tastim. When the Prophet accidentally 
prayed five prayer cycles during the Noon prayer (which consists 
of four) he prayed the two Prostrations after the Tastim. And when 
the Prophet accidentally said the Taslim after only two prayer cycles 
in the four-prayer-cycIe Noon or Aftemoon prayers, he did the two 
Prostrations after the Tastim . So every report is acted on according to 
its specific context, and every error in prayer that is not mentioned 
in one of these hadiths, then the two Prostrations of Error should be 
before the TastJm. u 

On this issue, we see that al-ShaTiT concluded that the hadith of the 
Prophet performing the two Prostrations of Error before the Tostim 
abrogated all earlier hadiths and represented the Prophet’s ftnal 
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Sunna. Malik and Ibn Hanbal, however, atterapted to reconcile the 
contrasting hadiths on the issue. 

Several iniluential works were devoted to examining and attempt- 
ing to reconcile seemingly contradictory hadiths. The first and most 
famous was al-Shafn's Ikhtildf al-hadiih. The Hanafi scholar Abu 
Ja‘lar al-Tahaw! (d. 321/933) also wrote his volurainous Sharh mush- 
kil al-athar. Ibn Qutayba (d. 276/889) devoted his Ta 'wll mukhtalif 
al-hadiih to defending and reconciling hadiths that Mu‘tazilites had 
dismissed as contradictory or irrational. 


THE FUNCTION OF HADITHS IN ISLAMIC LEGAL THEORY 

Hadiths did not just provide much of the substance of Islamic law, 
they aiso informed the theories through which that iaw was under- 
stood and derived. The Prophet's legacy shaped the manner in which 
Muslim legal theorists discussed law and epistemology, and these 
theorists also tumed to hadiths as justirication for their own ideas. 
In Chapter 3 we saw how Islamic legal theory (usul al-fiqh) aflfected 
hadith criticism. Now let us examine how hadiths influenced Islamic 
legal theory. Interestmgly, many of the most important hadiths in legal 
theory are considered weak (da'if) by Muslim hadith critics. 


Genealogy of Krtowledge and the Transmission of Authority from 
the Prophet 

The Sunni tradition portrays itself as a genealogy of transmission in 
which each generation of scholars inherits its knowledge and methods 
of reasoning from its teachers. Paralleling the isnad exactly, this chain 
continues back to the Prophet It is this transmission from teacher to 
student thai creates and passes on interpretiye authority. 

The hadith that expressed this worldview and was frequently 
invoked to bolster it was narrated from the Prophet by the Companion 
Abu Darda’ and is found in the three sunans of Abu Dawud, al- 
TirmidhJ, and Ibn Majah: ‘Indeed the scholars are the inheritors of 
the prophets (al- ‘ulama ’ warathat al-anbiyd V Books in the Sunni 
tradition (written, of course, by members of the scholarly class) fre- 
quently refer to the ulema by this honorific. The great thirteenth- 
century Sufi master Abu Hafs al-Suhrawardi (d. 632/1234) wrote to 
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one of the most vaunted legal theorists ofhis day, Fakhr al-DTn al-Razi 
(d. 606/1210), that the religious knowledge ofthe Muslim scholars is 
‘the greatest inheritance. For earthly inheritors received the inheri- 
tance of the world according to the rules of the people of the earthly 
world, while the prophets bequeath as their iegacy divine wisdom. 
So know that, just as there is no station higher than that of prophet- 
hood, there is no honor above that of those who inherit this station.’ 35 
Even the early scholar of the Successors, Abu al-Zinad (d. 130/748), 
used to tell his students that, just as the Quran ordered Muslims not to 
raise their voices over that of Muhammad, ‘Silence in the presence of 
the scholars and respecting them is incumbent upon those leaming, 
for the scholars are the inheritors of the prophets.’ 36 This hadith thus 
served to justify the Muslim scholarly class’s role as the sole inter- 
preters of the Prophet's message. Interestingly, most scholars, such as 
al-Suyutl, consider this hadith to be weak. 37 Ibn Hajar, however, notes 
that there are enough reports conveying this meaning to prove that the 
hadith has some basis in the Prophet’s speech. 38 

The Companions were the first essential link in the Sunni geneal- 
ogy of knowledge. They transmitted the Prophet’s legacy in the form 
of hadiths. Moreover, in their own approaches to questions of law and 
dogma the Companions demonstrated the principles and methods of 
reasoning of the early Muslims. The Companions were the medium 
and lens through which the Prophet’s teachings passed on to later gen- 
erations. Not only were the actual legal rulings ofseniorCompanions 
such as ‘AIT, ‘Umar, and Zayd b. Thabit an important legal source for 
later scholars like Abu HanTfa and al-Shafi‘T, but the Sunni world- 
view and notion of religious authority depended on a veneration of 
the Companions. If they could not be trusted, then how could one 
have confidence in the Shariah? 

Ahadith commonly employed to affirm the Companions’ suitabil- 
ity as the conduit for the transmission of this legal authority was ‘My 
Companions are like the stars, which ever of them you follow, you 
will be rightly guided (ashabJ ka 'l-nujum bi-ayyihim iqtadaytum 
ihtadaytum).'Th\s hadith was commonly found in books of legal the- 
ory in order to prove that any Companion was a worthy representative 
of the Prophet’s legal teachings. Both the ahl al-hadith and ahl al-ra ‘y 
bent the hadith to their own purposes, however. Al-Shafi'T’s student 
al-MuzanT (d. 264/878), who wrote the most important abridgement 
of al-ShafiTs Umm y contended that it meant that the Companions 
were all upstanding hadith transmitters. 39 The Hanafi legal theorist 
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Fakhr al-Islam al-BazdawT (d. 482/1089) aigued that the hadith dem- 
onstrates that, iike the Companions. Muslim scholars should employ 
their mdwidual legal reasoning (ra V). 40 Yet this hadith is also consid- 
ered unreliable or even forged by Muslim hadith critics! 

The manner tn which these hadiths about the inheritance of 
knowledge in islam were woven together by scholars can be seen in 
a work of the Damascene scholar Ibn Taymiyya (d. 728/1328), who 
wTote that after believing in God and the Prophet, it is the duty of all 
Muslims to foliow the scholars 4 who are the inheritors of the prophets 
and whom God made like the stars, by whom one seeks guidance on 
landandsea.' 41 


The Aathoritattye Consensus of the Mnslim Community (ijmd‘) 

The most poweriul expression of authority in the Sunni tradition 
is not the Quran or even the Prophet’s Sunna. Rather, it is ijma , or 
the consensus of the community. As an adage of Cairo’s al-Azhar 
University puts it, ‘Consensus is the stable pillar on which the reli- 
gion depends (« al-ijma ‘ al-rukn al-rakin yastanidu ilayhi al-din).' If 
the Sunna controls the interpretation of the Quran, then consensus 
controls the interpretation of the Sunna. Ln the controversial modem 
debate over whether or not Islam requires Muslim women to wear 
headscarves, some argue that this law is not found in the Quran and 
thal the hadiths ordering it are not reliable. But since the community 
of Sunni scholars has historically declared that it is ‘agreed upon by 
consensus’ thal the headscarf is required, arguing otherwise means 
breaking with the Sunni schoois of law. The role of ijma in Islamic 
law began in tbe early lslamic period. The Successor al-Musayyab b. 
Rafi‘ (d. 105/723-4) stated, for example: 

The commuDity, if an event occurred for which they could find no 
reports from the Prophet, would come together on it and reach a con- 
sensus. And the truth was in what they agreed on, the truth was in 
what they agreed on. 42 

Consensus received more formal justifications in books of legal the- 
ory. Because the Quran did not provide any unambiguous evidence 
that the consensus of the Muslims was authoritative, scholars tumed 
to hadiths. One of the most commonly cited proofs is a famous hadith, 
the most well-known version of which can be found in the Sunan of 
al-Ttrmidhl through Lbn ‘Umar, that the Prophet said, ‘Indeed God 
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most high will not bring my community together on an error, 
and the hand of God is over the collective, and who splits away 
spUts away Into the HellAre ( /nna Allah ta'dla la yajma'u ummatJ 
'ald dalala wayadAllah 'ald al-jamd'a, wamanshadhdhashadhdha 
ild al-nar).' A} Ibn Hajar al-‘AsqalanT notes that ‘this is a well-known 
hadith narrated via many paths, but none of them are free of some 
criticism,' although al-SuyutT declares the hadith to be hasan because 
of its many narrations. 44 

In addition to such criticisms of the hadith, legal theorists actually 
found themselves in an even direr predicament: an a/idJhadith such 
as this one did not yield the certainty that scholars required to establish 
an important principle of legal theory. Unfortunately, the usual tool 
that Sunni legal theorists used to tum an ahdd hadith into absolute 
certainty was to claim that the community had come to consensus on 
its accuracy! Since Sunni scholars were at risk of lapsing into circular 
reasoning here, legal theorists like al-GhazalT (d. 505/1111) argued 
that the authenticity of this hadith was not guaranteed by consensus 
but rather by ‘the general rules goveming reality (al-'adaal-jariya).' 
If Muslim scholars from Spain to Central Asia agreed on this hadith, 
it was realistically impossible for il not to have a true basis in the 
Prophet’s teachings. 45 


Creating Islamic Law outside the Quran andSunna 

In the Sunni tradition the Quran and Sunna are known as ‘the two bases 
( al-asldn )’ and are the only constitutive sources of law. Consensus 
derives its authority ffom them, and legal analogy refers new cases 
back to known rules from the Holy Book and the hadiths. Muslims, 
however, have maintained avenues for legal reasoning outside the 
Ietter of these scriptures. Various Sunni schools of law have reserved 
the right to rule on legal issues based on the bestjudgment of legal 
scholars or in pursuit of the Muslim coramunitys best interest (with 
the general stipulation that such rulings cannot contradict the Quran 
and Sunna). Both these procedures are based on and legitimized by 
hadiths. Like the other hadiths in this section, however these reports 
do not measure up to the standards of Muslim hadith critics. 

In fact, the famous report ‘Whatever the Muslims see as good is 
good accordlng to God; and whatever the MusUms see as repre- 
hensible is reprehensible according to God (mara 'ahual-muslimun 
hasanan fa-huwa l ind Allah hasan wa ma raahu al-muslimun 
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sayyi an fa-huwa 'indAilah sayyi Y is not reaily a Propbetic hadith at 
all. Haditb cntics detenmned that it was a statement oftheCompanion 
Ibn Mas ud. Yet the eariy Hanafi scholar of Baghdad, Muhammad 
b. al~Hasan al-Shaybanl (d. 189/805), one of Abu Hanlfa's leading 
disciples, attnbuted « to the Prophet in his argument for Muslims 
iostmitmg nrw practices that they felt enhanced their religious Life 
but did not exist during the dme of the Prophet Specifically, he was 
detendmg TJmar b. al-Khattab’s decision to otganize voluntary com- 
munal nightly prayers in the mosque during the month of Ramad an 46 
This was not practiced during the Prophets lifetime but was quickly 
embrnced and became ubiquitous in the Muslim world. 

Anevenmore hunoushadith is the Prophet’s saying ‘N§ harm and 
mo harming(/d darar wa la dirdr) y ' which Abu Dawud, the author of 
ooe of the Six Books, called one of the four pillars of legal hadiths. 47 
Maiik and his student al-ShafiT oarrated this hadith as a mursal 
report, while Ibn Majah had it via a full isndd firom the Companion 
'Ubada b. Samit in his Sunan. It has generally been considered hasan. 
Regardless of hs authenticity in the eyes of hadith scholars, how- 
evec. this hadith became a central principle in Islamic legal thought 
Mnslim legal theorists used the phrase to elaborate what they saw 
as one of the principal goals of Islamic law, namely ‘Promoting 
benefh and preventing harm.’ They have also used it to justify the 
widely accepted notion of‘public interest (maslaha mursala\' which 
posited that Muslim scholars could ruie in the interest of their com- 
munity as tong as they did not contravene any explicit injunctions 
from the Quran or Sunna The Hanbali scholar Najm al-DIn al-Tfif! 
(d. 716/131h)usedthishadith tocraftthecontroversial argumentthat 
if the pubiic iaterest of the Mnslim community clashed with scripture, 
public interest shoold take precedence. 48 


SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER READING 

To see how MaHk used hadiths in his Muwatta see Aisha Bewley *s 
translation of tbe book, entrtled Al-Muwatta of Imam Malik ibn Anas 
(Londoa: Kegal Paul IntL, 1989). For the manner in which al-Sh3fiT 
piaced hadtths in his system of legal theory, see the translation of his 
extremely infhxential Risdla entitled, Islamic Jurisprudence: ShdJiTb 
Risata, trans. Majid Khadduri (Baltunore: Johns Hopkins Unrversity 
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Press, 1961). For raore reading on the use of hadiths in early Sunni 
law, see HaraJd Motzki, The Origins of Islamic Jurisprudence: 
Meccan Fiqh Before the Classical Schools, trans. Marion Kaiz 
(Leiden: Brill, 2002); Yasin Dutton’s TheOriginsoflslamicLaw: The 
Qur 'an. the Muwatta ‘and Medinan Amal (London: Curzon, 1999); 
Scon Lucas’s ‘ Abu Bakr Ibn al-Mundhir, Amputation and the An of 
Ijtihdd,’ International Journal of Middle Eastern Srudies 39 (2007): 
351-368, and Christopher Melchert’s ‘The Traditionist-Jurisprudents 
and the Framing of Islamic Law’ Islamic Law and Society 8, no. 3 
(2001): 383-406. For a general discussion of the legal implications 
of hadiths in raature Sunni law, see Ibn Rushd’s The Distinguished 
Jurist s Primer , trans. Imran Ahsan Nyazee (Reading, IJK: Garnet 
Pub., 1994). 

For in-depth discussions of mature Sunni legal theory, see Wael 
Hallaq’s4 History of!slamic Legal Theories (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1997) and Bemard Weiss’ The Searchfor GodsLaw 
(Salt Lake City: University of Utah, 1992). For a translation of a short 
book that IbnRajabal-HanbalI(d. 795/1392)devotedtothe ‘Scholais 
are the inheritors of the prophets’ hadith, see Ibn Rajab al-Hanball, 
Heirs of the Prophets , trans. and introduction Zaid Shakir (Chicago: 
Starlatch Press, 2001). 
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THE FUNCTION 0F PROPHETIC 
TRADITIONS IN THEOLOGY 


INTRODUCTION 

Throughoui their history, Muslims have rarely doubted that hadiths 
should play some role in understanding what actions were acceptable 
or unacceptable in God's sight. Even the most intransigent rational- 
ists of ninth-century Baghdad accepted that hadiths could be used 
as a source for law if narrated by two or four chains of transraission. 
Law has always been a central part of the lslamic faith tradition, 
but it has not required total certainty. The di fferent Sunni legal schools, 
for example, accepted that differences of interpretation could exist 
regarding the sources of the law, and the dubious authenticity ofsome 
of those sources itself left room for hirther doubt. 

Since the eleventh century, mainstream Sunni opinion has held 
that, even if considered reliable, hadiths narrated by only a limited 
number of chains of transmission (termed ahad hadiths, which are 
the vast preponderance of reports that make up the hadith collec- 
tions) yield only strong probability (zann rajih) and not total certainty 
{yaqin) that they were truly the commands of the Prophet. This strong 
probability has been deemed acceptable for deriving Islamic law, so 
in practice both scholars and lay Muslims have treated sahlh hadilhs 
as being the authenticated words of the Prophet. 

But what about theology, those tenets of what Muslims should 
believe about God, the cosmos, and a person’s fate after death? Did 
the Quran not lambast earlier communities who had made pronounce- 
ments about God and religion based not on revelation but merely 
on their own beliefs? The Quran had proclaimed that ‘they have no 
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knowledge of this, they do but conjecture' (Quran 45:24). If Muslim 
scholars hekJ that the reports tound in the great hadith corapilations 
of the ninth century only yielded ‘strong probability’ as opposed to 
the total certainty >ielded by the Quran, what should be the role of 
hadiths in theology? 


THE ORIGINAL SLTNTNIS AND THE PRIMACY OF 
HADITHS IN THEOLOGY 

By the tweLfth century, Sunni Islam had become a very adaptive reli- 
gious tradition that could accommodate four varied schools of law, 
divergent schools of both literalist and speculative theology, and 
numerous Sufi orders all under one ‘big-teni’ of deference to the 
Quran and the Prophet’s legacy. Since thal time, Sunni scholars have 
been able to adopt the rational methods of Greek logicians and the 
thooght of Gnostic Christians into the Islamic tradition, all the while 
sincerely professmg tbeir loyal adherence to the Prophet’s Sunna and 
rejecnon of bicTa, or heretical innovation in religion. 

The Sunni worldview, however, was not always so fiexible. Sunni 
blana began as the small and stnctly conservative ahl al-hadith 
(Partisans of Hadith) sect in the eighth and ninth centuries. For these 
original Sunnis ‘the isnad is part of religion, and they preached that 
anyone who ‘ impugns reports from the eariy community or denies any- 
thing from the hadiths of the Messenger of God, then doubt his Islam. ’ 1 
Even great scholars likeAbu Hanita, who promoted using independent 
legal reasoning, were heretics in the eyes of these original Sunnis. 2 

For tbese original Sunnis, in whose ranks we find early pillars 
of the hadith tradition like Ibn Hanbal, al-Bukhari, Muslim, AbQ 
Dawud, and al-Tirmidhi, hadiths were not only reliable enough to 
inform Muslims of proper tbeology-they were its primary source. As 
early Sunnis proclanned, ‘Islam is the Sunna, and the Sunna is Islam,’ 
and ‘the Sunna of the Messenger of God is not known by reason, but 
by transmission.’ 3 

Sorae of the theological beliefs that these early Sunnis upheld (and 
have since become part of Sunni Islam) mchided: 

A beheftbat God knew before creation whether a persoo would enter 
Heaven or Hell and that humans cannot comprehend the true nature 
of free will and predestination. 
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A beliel'in the ‘punishmenl of the grave’ ('adhab al-qabr), or the 
notion that the dead are punished for their sins or rewarded for their 
good deeds in the grave even before they are resurrected on the Day 
ot Judgment. This recompense will be deterrnined by a test adminis- 
tered by two angels, Munkar and NakTr, who will appear to a pereon m 
his grave and ask him about God, the true religion, and the Prophet. 

A belief thal Jesus will retum at the end of lime along with another 
Messianic figure known as the Mahdi (The Guided One) and that 
togedier they will vanquish the Antichrist ( Dajjal ). 

A belief that in the last third of the night God descends to the low- 
est heavens to answer the prayers for forgiveness of those Muslims 
who have stayed up lale in worship (see the hadith examined at the 
end ofChapter 8). 

A belief that on the Day of Judgment believers will be rewarded 
for their faith by actually seeing God. 

A belief that there will be certain landmarks on the Day of 
Judgment. One of these is the Basin (al-Hawd), a pool where 
Muhammad will meet his community. Another is the Bridge 
(al-Sirat). This bridge crosses Hellfire, and, although the believers 
will cross il easily, for the unbelievers it will become narrowerthan a 
hair and sharper than a sword, causing them lo fall into Hell. 

None of these articles of faith is clearly laid out in the Quran. There 
are vague or ambiguous references to some of these tenets; the holy 
book contains verses such as ‘On that Day [of Judgment] their faces 
will be pleased, gazing at their Lord’ (Quran 75:22-23), which Sunnis 
have argued establish seeing God. But the only unambiguous descrip- 
tion for these beliefs, and the only mention at all ofothers such as the 
Antichrist and the Mahdi, come Crorn hadiths such as the following: 

The hadith from the Companions ‘Abdallah b. Mas‘ud, Hudhayfa 
b. Yaman, Jundub, and others in various permutations that the 
Prophet said, ‘I wUl be the first of you to the Basin |on the Day of 
Judgmentj, with some from among you raised up with me but 
then faUing back trembling. I wiU say, “O my Lord, thesc are 
from my community!" but it will be said, “You do not know what 
wrongs they committed after you!” * (From the Sahihayn of al- 
Bukhari and Muslim) 

The hadith of the Companion Abu Sa'!d al-Khudri: We were airaid 
that there would come after our prophet some catastrophe, so we asked 
the Prophet of God and he said, 'lndeed in my community there 
wiU be thc Messiab ( mahdi ), he wUl come and live five or seven or 



176 Hadith 


nioe (tbe tnnsmitTer was not snre).' We asked tbe Prophet* ‘Flve 
or Kveo or itine wtuit?.' and he said, k yeiirs.' Then the Prophet 
coatin&ed. ‘ Aod a num «ill come to the Messiah and say, ‘Give 
ntt, ghe me,' and he will dispense whatever he can from his own 
doching.* iFrom the Sunan fbn Majob and the JamC ofal-TirmidhT)'* 

The hadith of Abu Lbayda b. aJ-Jarrah. that ‘the Messenger of God 
sajd. “Indeed every prophet since Noah has warned his commu- 
nity of the Andchrist {Dajjdl), so indeed 1 warn you of him." Then 
he described him and said, "It may be that some of those who 
have seen me or heard my words wiD Iive to see him. ' (From the 
Jami‘ of al-TLnnidhTy 

ThehadithoftheCompanionAbu Hurayra. fromthe Prophet: ‘Indeed 
the dead person goes to the grave, and the righteous man slts in 
his gmve with no fear or terror. It is said to him, “What (reUgion| 
were youT” and he repUes, “Islam.” And it is said to him, “Who is 
Ihat maor and he repliea, “Mnhammad the Messenger of God, 
hc came to ns witli clear evidence from God and we beUeved In 
him." It is said to him, “Did you see God?” and he repUes, “It is 
not for anyone to see God.” Then a smaU glimpse of HeU is given 
to him, and he sees its people bound to one another, and it is said 
to him, “Behold what God has spared you!” Then he is given a 
glimpse of Heaven and sees its splendor and aU withln. It is said to 
him, *This is your place, you believed in truth and dled with that 
beUef, so yoo wiU be resnrrected in truth, God wUling.” The lniq- 
uitous man, however. sits in his grave terriAed. It is sald to hlm, 
“What (religionl were you?” and he replies, T do not know.” And 
it is said to him, “Wbo Is that manT” and he repUes, “I beard the 
people saying things abont him so I said them too.” Then he is 
shown a glimpse of Heaven and its splendor, and it fs said to him, 
“Look at what God has denied you.” Then he is sbown a glimpse 
of HeB, and he sees its inhabitants bonnd to one another, and it is 
said to him, ”This b your place, yoo were in doubt, in doubt you 
died and in donbt yoo wfll be resorrected, God wUUng.” ’ (From 
the Sunan of Ibn Majah) 6 

Thc hadith narraicd by Abfl Hurayra in which the Prophet says: 

‘Adam and Moscs argned, and Moses said, “O Adam, you whom 
God created with Hb hands and breathed Hb spirit into have led 
the peopk astray and exUed them from Paradbe.” Adam repUed, 
“And yon, O Moses, whom God puriUed with Hb own speech, 
do yon blame me for committing an act which God had fated for 
me beCore tbe creadon of the heavens and the earth?” So Adam 
bested Moses in tbe argnmenL' (From totJami' of al-TirmidhT) 7 
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The hadith narrated by Abu Hurayra that The Messenger of God (s) 
camc out to us while wc were debating free will and predesdna- 
tion ( al-qadar) and was angered to the point that his face turned 
red, as if a pomegranate had burst on hischeeks. He said, Ts this 
what you have been taugbt to do?! Is thls what I was sent with!? 
Indecd those who came before you perished when they began 
debating this matter, so I have ordered you not to contend over 
It.” ’ (From IheJamTot ai-TiimidhT) K 

The elaborate epistemological (having to do with the study of 
knowdedge and its sources) classification of sources into those 
yielding probability or certainty, introduced into Sunni Islam in the 
tenth century by Muslim rationalists, was totally foreign to the early 
Sunnis. Hadiths that early Sunnis deemed authentic according to 
their system of criticism were the words of the Prophet and corapel- 
ling in every sense. As Ibn Hanbal said about the hadith in which 
the Prophet foretells that Muslims will literally see God on the Day of 
Judgment, ‘We believe in it and we know that it is the truth. ,q When 
al-Tirmidhl presents a hadith describing how God will take people’s 
charitable donations ‘with His right hand,’ the author explains: 

More than one scholar has said that this hadith and other narrations 
like it dealing witli God’s attributes and the Lord most high’s descend- 
ing every night to the lowest heavens, that these narrations have been 
established [as reliable] and are to be believed. They say that one 
should not fall into enor conceming them and say ‘How could this 
be?’ It has been reported that Malik b. Anas, Sufyan b. ‘Uyayna, and 
‘Abdallah b. al-Mubarak all said about such hadiths, ‘Take them as 
is without asking “How”.' Such is the stance of the scholars frora 
the People of the Sunna and the Early Community {Ahl al-Sunna wa 
al-Jama'a ). 10 

Contrast this with the stance of early Muslim rationalists like the great 
Mu‘tazilite author al-Jahiz (d. 255/869), who wrote ‘ If not for reason, 
religions would never be upheld for God, and we would never have 
been able to distinguish ourselves from the atheists, and there would 
be no distinction between truth and falsehood. MI For these rational- 
ists, the idea that God could be seen or move from place to place, they 
felt, belittled the omnipotent and unknowable creator of the universe. 
Claims that people would be punished in their graves had no basis in 
the Quran and were only transmitted by glorified rumors - precisely 
what the Quran had wamed Muslims against! 
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LATER SUNNISM AND THE RECONCILIATION OF REASON 
AND HADITHS IN THEOLOGY 

The tenth century witnessed a merging of the strict, literalist Sunni 
theological beliefs of Ibn Hanbal and the rationalist Mu‘tazilites’ 
theories of knowledge. The individuai most responsible for this was 
Abu al-Hasan al-Ash‘ari (d. 324/935—6). who was bom in Basra in 
southem Iraq and became a prominent member of the Mu‘tazilite 
rationalist school there. In 300/912-13, however, he had a series of 
dreams in which the Prophet appeared to him and instmcted him to 
take care of his community, to follow the Sunna but not to abandon 
the ways of rationalist theology. He understood this as meaning that 
he should embrace the beliefs of the Sunnis but express and defend 
them with the tools of rational and speculative argument. 

AJ-Ash‘affs strategy of forcing the rationalist methods of the 
Mu‘tazilites into ser\'ice for Sunni beliefs became hugely inriuen- 
tial. It allowed a merging of the Sunni and Mu‘tazilite schools, and in 
the century after al-Ash‘ari’s death three Sunni scholars, Abu Ishaq 
al-IsfaraTnJ (d. 418/1027), Ibn Furak (d. 406/1015), and AbO Bakr 
al-BaqillanI (d. 403/1013), combined hadith scholarship and the ration- 
alist tools of the Mu‘tazilites into what became the dominant Ash‘ari 
school of theology. Because the ways in which knowledge is derived 
affect law as weU as theology, this school was also a way of look- 
ing at legal theory. It is often referred to as the Ash'ari, or ‘Majority 
{Jumhury school of theology and legal theory. Along with the surviv- 
ing ahl al-hadith school of the early Suimis (discussed below), which 
still generalty rejected aU use of rationalist tools, the Ash‘ari/Majority 
school constitutes one of the two great Sunni theological and legal- 
theory orthodoxies.' 

Abu al-Hasan al-Ash‘ari embraced all the tenets of the early Sunni 
theology, such as the punishment of the grave, seeing God on the 
Day of Judgment, and the denial of unrestricted free will, proclaim- 
mg that these were the beliefs of true Sunnis. 12 Merging Sunni beliefs 
and the Mu‘tazibte vision of knowiedge, however, presented serious 
chaUenges. 

As we saw in Chapter 3, with the contributions of legal theory 
to hadith criticism, Mu‘tazilite legal theory and its Ash‘ari succes- 

‘ Tbcre is a third Smmi school, the MAtundT school, which closely resembles the 
Ash‘arT school and thus wiJl not be discusaed in this book. 
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sors divided reports transmitted from the past into two distinct levels, 
each conveying its own level of cenainty and suited to its appropri- 
ate tasks. Ahdd reports, or those transmitted by only a few chains of 
transmission, yielded probable knowledge ( zann ) and were only suit- 
able for eslablishing Islamic law or the details of ritual. The second 
type of reports was a massively transmitted ( mutawatir) one, or a 
report transmitted by such a vast number of people in so many dif- 
ferent places that it is impossible to imagine that anyone could have 
made it up or conspired to forge it. 

Although the hadiths establishing the beliefs mentioned above by 
al-Ash l ari appear in highly respected Sunni hadith collections such as 
the Sahihcryn of al-Bukhari and Muslim, they were only ahad hadiths. 
The Mu‘tazilite and Ash l ari traditions of epistemology had made clear 
the requirements that reports had to meet in order to convey absolute 
certainty. Legal theorists required that a hadith be transmitted by any- 
where from five to forty transmitters at every stage in its transmission 
in order to be considered mutawatir. Other influential Ash‘aris, like 
al-Juwaynl (d. 478/1085), avoided this focus on speciric numbers. 
Instead, they argued that a hadith was mutawatir as long as it was 
transmitted via circumstances that made conspiring to forge it impos- 
sible and allowed it to convey immediate cenainty to anyone who 
heard it. But as we saw in Chapter 3, Sunni hadith scholars admitted 
that no (or at most one) hadith actually met these requirements for 
being mutawatirl 

How could the Sunnis who followed the new Ash‘ari tradition of 
theology and epistemology, then, justify their beliefs in things like the 
punishment of the grave or the coming of the Antichrist? They found 
two solutions: first, legal theorists like Abu Ishaq al-IsfarayTn! and 
Hanari contemporaries like Abu Bakr al-Jassas (d. 370/981), devel- 
oped a middle tier of reports between dhad hadiths and the almost 
unattainable certainty of mutawatir ones. This middle tier was called 
‘well-known (mashhurY or ‘widespread ( mustafid )’ and was defined 
as those hadiths that might have started out with only a few chains of 
transmission but then becarae massively transmitted as time went on. 
Their authority was guaranteed not by the breadth of their transmis- 
sion, but rather by the fact that the Muslim community had agreed on 
their authenticity. 13 

Second, in the eleventh century, Ash‘ari hadith scholars and legal 
theorists like al-KJiatlb al-Baghdadl (d. 463/1071) and Abu Hamid 
aI-Ghazal! (d. 505/1111) articulated the notion of reports that were 
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'mutawdnr bi l~ma'nd\ or *raassively transmitted in their meamng.’ 
Evea if one particular hadith. they said, was not transmitted widely 
enough to meet the requirements for being mutawdtir , what happened 
if you had a number of diiferent hadiths that all shared one common 
element? Maybe no one hadith about the Messiah ( Mahdt) could be 
considered mutawatir , but what if we collected all the hadiths men- 
tioning him? We find a hadith in the books of al-TirmidhJ, Ibn Majah, 
al-BayhaqT and al-Hakira al-Naysabun transmitted by several 
Companions in which the Prophet says, ‘When the black banners 
come from eastem Iran, go join that army, for indeed the Messiah 
is among them/ We find another hadith from two Companions in 
which the Prophet tells his foilowers that, even if only one day were 
re maining before the end of the world, God would lengthen that day 
so that He could send a messiah from the descendants of the Prophet 
with the same name as him. In another hadith through ‘ AlT, the Prophet 
predicts the coraing of one of his descendants who will fill the earth 
with justice as it has been fiill of injustice. Even in the comments of 
the Companions, we find rbn ‘Abbas saying that a ruler will corae 
from the famity of the Prophet, bnngmg justice so absolute that under 
his rule Aocks of sheep will be safe from predators. 14 

lf we take all these hadiths together they all agree on one cora- 
mon element: there is a Messiah who will come. According to Ash‘ari 
scholars, just as h is impossible to imagine that one massively trans- 
mitted hadith could have been forged, so it is irapossible to iraagine 
thai all these separate hadiths could be forged with one common theme 
if that theme were not really representative of the Prophet‘s words. 
By creating a middle tier of non -mutawatir hadiths whose certainty 
was assured by the consensus of the Muslim community or whose 
meanings appeared in many different hadiths that together could be 
considered mutawatir , Muslims from the mainstream Ash‘ari school 
of theology could justifiably believe in articles of faith found not in 
the Quran, but rather in their hadith collections. 15 


THE OTHER SUNNl ORTHODOXY: THE SURVIVING 
AHL AL-HADITH SCHOOL 


The Ash‘ari school of theology is often called the Sunni ‘ortho- 
doxy.’ But the original ahl al-hadith, early Sunni creed from which 
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Ash‘arism evolved has continued to thrive alongside it as a rival Sunni 
‘orthodoxy ’ as well. While Ash‘aris proclaimed the theological beliefs 
ofthe early Sunnis like Ibn Hanbal, the influenceofMu‘tazilite ration- 
alism had led them to decline some of the most extrerae early Sunni 
beliets. Certainly, Ash‘aris affirmed that believers would ‘see God’ 
on the Day of Judgment, but this could not involve actually seeing 
God as we see objects in front of us today. How could an omnipotent 
creator, wholly outside creation, be seen? The Quran says that our 
vision ‘cannot grasp Hira’ (Quran 6:103). Yes, authentic hadiths left 
no doubt that God does indeed ‘descend to the lowest heavens’ at some 
point in the night, but how could an unencompassable being engage 
in physical movement? Rather, it was God figuratively ‘approaching’ 
the believers by responding to their prayers. 10 

Ash‘ari theologians had accepted the Mu'tazilite principle ofcon- 
tent criticism. As al-GhazalI said, any hadith describing God in an 
anthropomorphic way or assigning Him some physical location must 
be interpreted figuratively or rejected as false. n In a famous hadith 
known as the Hadith of the Slave Girl (hadith al-jariya ), the Prophet 
tests to see if a slave girl was Muslim by asking her if he was a prophet 
and asking her where God was. She replied by saying ‘In the sky (/7 
al-samdy. The Prophet acknowledged this as a correct profession of 
failh and ordered that the girl be ffeed. 18 Ash‘arl theologians, how- 
ever, said that, although it is recognized as authentic, this hadith is 
only dhad and is not sulTicient to establish belief. 19 Extreme Ash‘aris 
have gone so far as to say that anyone who assigns a direction to God 
or believes that He actually moves is an unbeliever. 20 

Ln the wake of the tenth-century Ash‘ari synthesis, some Muslim 
theologians still maintained the strict details of the early Sunni creed. 
This continuation of the original Sunni theological school is often 
referred to as the Salafl school of theology (because they claim to fol- 
low the righteous early Muslim community,orthe5a/q/)oras foIlowers 
of ‘Traditional ( Athari )* or ahl al-hadith theology. Famous adherents 
of this school include the Sufi ‘Abdallah al-Ansari (d. 481/1089) of 
Herat and the Damascene scholar Ibn Taymiyya (d. 728/1328). 

For this Salari school, reason has no role in determining theologi- 
cal beliefs. It is ‘nothing more than a tool for distinguishing things.’ 21 
lf the Prophet described God as descending during the night, who 
are we to insist that this descent occurs in one form as opposed to 
another? Ibn Taymiyya argues that the early Muslim community had 
no compunction about assigning a direction to God. He asserted that 
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the Quran, the Sunna, and the practice of the righieous early com- 
munii>' provided undeniable evidence that it was acceptable to point 
upward when refemng to God (although he maintained that this 
meant that God was above the heavens, not in them). 22 

Adherents of the Salaii school of theology feit that the Ash‘aris 
had allowed the inriuence of rationalism to lead them astray ffom the 
tnie beliefe of Muhammad. How could they claim that a sahlh hadith 
cannot provide a reliable basis for belief, demanded the SalafT scholar 
Abu Nasr aJ-Wa'itT of Mecca (d. 444/1052), but that frail human 
reason can? 23 Hadiths Like the Hadith of the Slave Girl that address 
theological tenets, al-WiTtll continues, have been transmitted by 
numerous chams of transmission that are more than enough to make 
one’s heart feel at ease with believing in them. 24 Unlike the wayward 
Ash‘aris, al-WaUti boasts, his school of theology is that of the true 
‘People of the Sunna (ahl al-sunna ), who stand fast on what the early 
generadons (salaj) had transmitted to them ffom the Messenger of 
God.’ 25 Today this school of ahl al-hadiih theology is espoused by 
the WahhabT movement in Saudi Arabia and the various other hadith- 
based SalafT movements (see Chapter 9 for more on this). 


SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER READING 

For an accessible discussion of the Mu‘tazilite rationalist school, 
including the translation of one of their texts, see Defenders of Reason 
in Islam: Mu 'tarilism from Medieval School to Modem Symbol, by 
Richard Martm, Mark R. Woodward, and Dwi S. Atmaja (Oxford: 
Oneworld, 1997). A selection of different theological creeds, includ- 
ing one attributed to Ibn Hanbal, is translated in Montgomery 
WatCs Islamic Creeds (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 
1994). Another excellent selection can be found in John Alden 
Williams, ed., The Wordoflslam (Austin: University ofTexas, 1994, 
Chapter 5). Two of al-Ash‘ari’s short treatises on theology have been 
translaled in The Theology of al-Ash 'ari, trans. Richard McCarthy 
(Beinit: Lmprimerie Catholique, 1953). For a discussion of apocalyp- 
tic visions in Islam, see David Cook, Studies in Muslim Apocalyptic 
(Princeton: Darwin Press, 2002). 
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THE FUNCTION OF PROPHETJC 
TRADITIONS IN SUFISM 


rNTRODU CTION 

The I&lamic mystical tradition, or Sufisni, has historically been one 
of the religion s most unportant components. Sufism has played 
a dual role m Islamic history. It has served as the medium through 
which a spiritual elect has achieved and described direct expen- 
ence with God. At the same time, through popular rituals and the 
veneration of saints, Sufism has allowed those unsung masses in 
(slamic civilization, whether villagers in India or merchants in the 
B alkans , to feel closer to God and more mtimately ensconced in 
their faith. 

As the tradition of seeking and describing direct mystical experi- 
ences with God, Sufism is 'the art of knocldng’ on the door of the 
Drvine.' Because for Muslims Muhammad was the human closest to 
God, practitiooers of Sufism also see it as the science of understand- 
ing and applying the Prophet* s message in the fuIJest and most periect 
way. As the process of fulfi]ling the duties of the pious Muslim and 
gaining proximity to God, the famous Sufi Abu Bakr al-Shibll (d. 
334/945-6) described Sufism as ‘comforting the heart with the fan 
of purity, clothing the mind with the cloak of faithfulness, acquir- 
ing generosity and rejoicing in meeting God.’ 2 As the perfection of 
character, Sufism is ‘all proper manners, for every time and every 
place.* 3 

As m other domains, in Sufism hadiths have served as a source of 
gnidance and a medhim of connection to the Prophet. In one sense, in 
Sufism the isnad of the hadith is all-important, for it establishes the 
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transmission of the Prophet’s teaching, his excellence of character 
as well as esoteric knowledge inherited from him and taught by the 
pious elile In another sense. however, isntids and their authenticity 
mean nothing in Surism - those Sufi masters for whom the door has 
been opened have been able to access God’s trulh directly without 
the tnedium of prophecy or Muhammad’s teachings. For them, truths 
about the reality of God and man are true whether actually said by the 
Prophet or phrased in his words. 


THE F0UNDAT10N OF SUFISM IN HADITH: 

the hadith of gabriel 

Hadiths have always played an important role in Muslim etiquette 
and pious ethics. The famous hadith scholar Abu Dawud once wrote 
that a Muslim only needed to know four hadiths, none of which 
involve dogmatic or legal strictures: ‘Actions are jodged only by 
intentions,' ‘Part of a person perfecting their Islam is to leave 
aside matters that do not concern them,' ‘What is prohibited Is 
clear, what is permissible is clear, and what is other than that is 
uncertain,' and ‘No one’s faitb is complete ontil he wishes for his 
brother what be wishes for himselL' 4 

From its early coalescence in the ninth century, the Sufi tradition 
has employed hadiths to instruct those seeking the Sufi path and to 
justify its teachings. The Forty Hadith collection devoted to Sufism 
written by the famous Iranian Sufi Abu ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Sulaml 
(d. 412/1021) was one of the most widely transmitted books in the 
centuries after its author’s dealh and served as a primer for Sufism 
among Muslim students. It contained hadiths urging piety, generos- 
ity, and asceticism, such as ‘ Whoever wants to joln me, let him suf- 
flce from the goods of this world with only what a traveler needs. 
And beware of mUing witb the rich.' 5 

The hadith that has historically essentialized the Sufi tradition and 
provided its most firm foundation in the Prophet's teachings is the 
famous Hadith of the Angel Gabriel. This report is extremely well 
known and met Muslim hadith critics’ highest standards of authentic- 
ity. It appears in the SahThayn of al-Bukhari and Muslim, as well as 
the three Sunans of AbQ Dawud, al-Tirmidhl, and Ibn Majah, narrated 
from the Prophet by the Companions ‘Uraar b. al-Khattab, Talha b. 
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‘Ubaydallah, Anas b. Malik, or Abu Hurayra. The version firom Abu 
Hurayra appeanng in al-Bukhari’s Sahlh reads: 

4~lshaq ^-Jarir f Abu Hayyan <- Abu Zur‘a f-Abu Hurayra: One 
day the Prophet was oul before the people when a mao came walk- 
mg up to him and said. l O Messenger of God, what is faith (Tman)V 
[The Prophet] said, *Faith is to believe in God, His angels. His mes- 
sengers. that you will raeet Him, and to believe in the resurrection.' 
[The man] said, ‘O Messenger of God. what is Islam (subraission)?* 
(The Prophet] replied, ‘Lslam is to worship God, not associate any- 
thing with Him, to perform the prayer, render the poor tithe, and 
fast Ramadan. ’ The man asked, *0 messenger of God, what is ihsan 
(periection)?’ [The Prophet] said, 'Ihsan is to worship God as if 
you could see Him, for indeed even if you cannot see Him, He sees 
you.’ [The manj said, *0 messenger of God, when is the Hour [of 
Judgment]?’ [The Prophet] said, *The one being asked is no more 
knowtedgeabie about thal than the one asking, but I wiU tell you about 
its stgns: when women give birth to their mistresses, that is one of the 
signs; wben the naked and barefoot rule the people, that is one of the 
signs; one of five things that oniy God knows “Lndeed God knows 
tbe Hour, he sends down the rain and knows what is in the wombs’ 
(Quran 3134). Then the man left, and the Prophet ordered that he be 
brought back to him, but no one could Snd him. Then the Prophet 
sakt *That was Gabriei, he came to teach the people their religion.’ 6 

Tbe Hadith of Gabriel has served as a formative expression of how 
Mnslims broadly conceive of their religion. The hadith structures 
Islam in three tiers: it consists first of select articles of belief, fol- 
lowed by the outward submission to God through the periormance 
of set rituals and deeds. Beyond these two basic levels of religious 
commitment iies the level of supererogatory piety sought by those 
who truly want to live in a state of constant God-consciousness: 
ihsan. Surism has defined itself as the quest for ihsan, to be continu- 
ally in a state of remembering God and acting accordingly. Sufis have 
iherefore considered their path to be an optional one. Those who do 
not choose to pursue it still remain fully Muslim in faith and prac- 
tice. Sufis elect to go beyond what is required. ‘For this elite of the 
elite/ explains the great theologian and raystic Abu Hamid al-Ghaz3lT 
(d. 505/1111), ‘the verse “And God is better and more enduring” 
(Quran 20:73) has become manifest, and they have chosen a place “in 
an assembly of truth in the presence of an omnipotent Lord” (Quran 
54:55). ,7 
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THE ISSUE 0F THE AUTHENTICITY 0F SUFISM AND 
THE ISNAD 0F SUFl TEACHINGS 


From its inception, Islam has been an iconoclastic faith opposed 
to erecting intermediaries between God and man, founded on the 
premise that only revelation can shape the contours of faitb and ritual. 
This extremely conservative approach to lenets of belief and ritual (as 
opposed to law) explains why MusLims from China to Great Britain, 
Sunni and Sbiite, all pray their daily prayers in the same way, dif- 
fering only in details. This conservative spirit has also raeant that, 
although Sufism has played an undeniably prominent role in Islam, 
it has also been one of the most controversial dimensions of the faith 
tradition. 

The central objection launched by Muslim critics of Sufism has 
been that it contains elements of heretical innovation (called bid l a) or 
belief not originally part of Islam. Some Muslim scholars have found 
three aspects of Sufism to be problematic: 1) it includes ritual prac- 
tices and prayers that are viewed as imported innovations notoriginat- 
ing in the Sunna of the Prophet or his Companions, 2) the institution 
of Sufi brotherhoods in the twelfth century with formalized relation- 
ships between a spiritual guide (Ajabic 1 shaykh' or Persian/Turkish 
'plr') and his disciples, and 3) a theosophical cosmology that upholds 
the ‘Unicity of Existence (wahdat al-wujud)f or the notion that only 
God actually exists and that creation is a mere illusion. 

The first point was unacceptable to many Muslim scholars because 
it seems to break with the (undamental Islaraic pnnciple that only 
the Quran and Sunna can serve as the basis for ritual and beLief. As 
Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya (d. 750/1351), a famous critic of Sufism, 
explained, in Islam ‘the assumption about claims of ritual is that they 
are false until some proof is provided, whereas the assumption in 
contracts and personal interactions is that they are valid until proven 
otherwise.’ 8 The second point caused concem because Sufi broth- 
erhoods and the veneration of shaykhs seemed to create formalized 
institutions and invest certain people with authority unacknowledged 
in the Prophet’s message. As Ibn Taymiyya objected, ‘ It is not for any- 
one to belong to a shaykh by swearing to be his follower... but ratlier 
he should take as a guide anyone who is from among the people of 
faith without specilying anyone with an excessive position of spiril- 
ual authority.’ 9 Finally, for many, ‘the Unicity of Existence’ was a 
theological perspective similar to pantheism, or the belief that the 
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divine present in creation and objects of nature - a position fimily 

rejected m Isiam. 

Architects and proponents of the Sufi tradition were aware from 
an eariy stage of these objections and sought to ground their ideas 
in the original revelation of the Prophet. AbQ al-Qasim al-Junayd 
(d. 298/910), the epicenter of classical Sufism in Baghdad, thus 
declared that ‘Our science [of Sutism] is bounded by the Quran and 
the Sunna.* 10 Sufis admitted that practices such as ritual gatherings 
where the names of God are recited or specific liturgies said after 
prayers were innovations. But they were like tlowers that had blos- 
somed from seeds rooted in the Prophet’s original teachings. As the 
Sufi Abu al-Hasan al-FushanjT (d. 348/959) said, ‘Today Sufism is a 
name without a reality, it was once a reality without a name.’ 11 

Al-Fushanjrs quote raises another important point conceming 
objections to Sufism: many of Sufism’s harshest critics, such as Ibn 
aJ-Jawn (d. 597/1201) and Ibn Taymiyya, were themselves Sufis 
who only rejected certain corrupted components of Sufism, such as 
extremist beliefs orthe excessive practices of some Sufis. They main- 
tained the legitimacy of the ethical components of Sufism, what they 
cailed ‘the science of puriJying the heart' 

As in hadiths and law, the principaJ anchor for the authenticity 
of Sufism was the isnad. The Sufi tradition cuJtivated two kinds of 
isnads to the Prophet The first was known as the isnad al-tazkiya 
{isnad of purification) or the isnad al-suhba (isnad of discipleship) 
and was a commonsense feature of traditional Islamic piety. The sec- 
ond form of «ndt/represented a formal or mystical chain of transmis- 
sion ffom teacher to student back to the Prcrphet 

The isnad of purification/discipleship was based on a very sen- 
sible premise. lf the Companions spent many years around the 
Prophet they would have leamed his pious and God-fearing ways 
from his example. The Successors who studied at the Companions’ 
hands would have leamed this from them, and so would any commit- 
ted students of the Prophet’s teachings in subsequent generations. A 
sincere scholar’s duty to his students did not stop at teaching them 
the Quran, the Sunna, and Islamic Law. He also instructed them on 
proper etiquette and instilled in them a desire for ihsan. We can see 
an example of this with IsmaTl b. ‘Ulayya (d. 193/809) of Baghdad, 
an early hadith scholar whose mother had brought him to a senior 
scholar and said, ‘This is my son, let him be with you and take from 
your etiquette and character.’ 12 As a youth the famous jurist and Sufi 
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of Baghdad, Ibn al-JawzT, would attend the hadith dictation sessions 
of one teacher who would recite a hadith and then start crying out of 
fear of God and love for the Prophet. Later in life Ibn al-JawzT would 
write, k l benerited more from his crying than his simply transraitting 
the hadith.’ 13 

The earliest recorded isnads for Sufi teachings go back through 
al-Junayd. One Ja‘far al-IChuldT (d. 348 /959) said that he ‘took’ ffom 
al-Junayd, who took from al-Sari ai-SaqatT, ffom Ma‘ruf aI-K.arkhT, 
tfom Farqad al-SabakhT, from al-Hasan al-Basri, from Anas b. Malik 
and the other great Companions, from the Prophet. 14 The famous Sufi 
systematizer al-Qushayri (d. 465/1072) traces his isnad through his 
teacher Abu ‘AlT al-Daqqaq, from Abu al-Qasim al-NasrabadT, from 
al-ShiblT, from al-Junayd, from Sarial-SaqatT, from Ma‘rufal-KarkhT, 
from Dawud al-Ta’T, from the Successors, from the Companions, 
from the Prophet. 15 

The second type of isndd in Sufism was understood as the trans- 
mission of esoteric knowledge - a weighty matter indeed - or some- 
thing equally intangible but less serious: the transmission ofblessings 
(i baraka ) from a saint to an aspirant. Many Muslims believed that 
the Prophet had chosen certain Companions with whom to deposit 
secret knowledge beyond the comprehension of normal Muslims and 
limited to the spiritual elite. The Companion Hudhayfa b. Yaman was 
told about all the strife and challenges that would arilict the Muslims 
until the Day of Judgment, and it was reported that Abu Hurayra said, 
*I memorized two vessels [ofknowledge] from the Prophet. As for the 
first, I made it known among the people. As for the second, if 1 made 
it known my throat would be cut.’ 16 

This esoteric knowledge could be transmitted from the Prophet to 
a Companion, and later from saint to student, by a mere touch. As one 
report (admittedly very unreliable, according to Muslim hadith crit- 
ics) has it, when ‘AlT was washing the PropheCs body for burial some 
water splashed from the body into ‘AlT’s eyes, granting him in one 
instant ‘the knowledge of the ancient and latter day sages.’ p Many 
Sufis believed that this knowledge could be transmitted from such 
Companions through teacher to student. For many Sufis, however, 
and even for critics of Surism, these isnads were not conduits for any 
secret mystical knowledge. They were merely symbols for the trans- 
mission of blessings from a revered pious figure to his students. 

Only in the eleventh and twelrih centuries did the Sufi tradi- 
tion elaborate the isnad as a medium for transmitting the Prophet’s 



190 Hadiih 


mystical knowledge or his blessings, at whicb point ‘AJT b. AbT 
Talib first emerged as an important component in the Sufi chain of 
transmission. 18 ‘Ali had always been $een as the Prophets spiritual 
heir, teading al-Junayd to say, 'that is a person who was granted l ilm 
lctdunm , or the directly, divinely granted wisdom that God gives to 
seiect people.’ 9 Sufis quoted the Companion Ibn Mas‘ud as saying 
that the Quran was revealed with ‘an Outer and Inner meaning, and 
indeed 4 AlT b. Abl Talib has with him the knowledge of both. ,2 ° 

The Sufi rrnddthrougb ‘AIT became very famous after the eleventh 
century because of what was known as the 4 lnvestiture with the Cloak 
{libs al-khirqay in this ntual, a Sufi master put a khirga (a cloak or 
shawl) on a student being initiated into his Sufi order. The khirqa 
becasne the sign of ‘takiog the path' of a Sufi order and was often 
grven to the studeni after he had fulfilled certain requirements such 
as a year of charity or of spiritual vigilance. Along with being told the 
special prayers of the order and giving his oath of allegiance to the 
shaykh , being invested with the khirqa was a crucial part of joining 
a Sufi order. Sometimes khirqas were colored and served as the uni- 
fonn for a paiticular Sufi order. In addition to the khirqa of initiation, 
Sufis also cultivated the tradition of the khirqai al-tabarruk, or the 
‘cloak of blessmgs,’ which was given as a benediction to a layman 
who did not intend to join the order. 21 

The &mous Hanbah scholar and Sufi Ibn al-Mubrad (d. 909/1502) 
explains that the devoted student of knowledge should ‘be invested 
with a khirqa to wear, for blessing is to be hoped for ffom that. And 
a group of the righteous early Muslims used to do this, asking the 
righteous to mvest them with a cloak and seeking to learo from their 
behavior and actions. ' u 

Ibn al-Mubrad provides us with one of the isnads for his khirqa , 
which we immediatety note proceeds via the Family of the Prophet. 
He traces it back through a loog chain of masters to: 

Abu Bakr al-ShibR, who was invested with the khirga by the hand of 
Abu al-Qasim al-Junayd, who received it (rom the hand of Sari al- 
Saqari, who received it from the hand of Ma‘ruf al-Karkhl, who was 
the spiritual disciple of‘AI! b. MOsi aJ-Ridi, who was the disciple of 
(his father Mus3] aI-K2zim, who was the disciple of[his fatherj Ja‘far 
al-S3diq, who was the discrple of [his fatber Muhammad] al-B3qir, 
who was the disciple of [his father] Zayn al-‘AbidIn, who was the 
dtsciple of his fa t he r al-Husayn, who was the discrple of his father 
‘AJJ b. Abl Talib, who was the companion of the Prophet. 23 
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The mosl femous isnad for the khirqa , however, was through the 
Successor al-Hasan al-Basri, from ‘All, from the PropheL 

Critics of Sufism pounced on the chain of transmission for the 
khirqa as a point of vulnerability. Because the Sufi tradition had 
invested so much of its legilimacy in this isnad y the methods ofhadith 
criticism would become a central tool for those who wished to ques- 
tion that legitimacy orto defend it. Ibnal-Jawz!ofBaghdad criticized 
the way the Sufis of his day wore the khirqa in order to appear pious 
and gain repute. tn fact, he rejected the idea of having an isnad for 
receiving tlie khirqa from one’s shaykh, calling it ‘all a lie’ that had no 
basis in the Sunna. 24 Ibn Taymiyya argued that, not only did the don- 
ning of a khirqa not come from the Prophet’s practice, not even the 
early Sufis engaged in the practice (we can note in Tbn al-Mubrad’s 
isndd (above) that all mention of receiving the khirqa goes no turther 
back in time than Ma‘ruf). ‘Rather,’ he writes, ‘it resembles more a 
king passing on the trappings to his successor... which is ftne if done 
with good intentions. But as for raakmg that a Sunna [of the Prophet] 
or a path to God most high, that is not the case.’ 23 

Many critics of Sufism attacked a more technical aspect of the 
khirqa isnad. Many Sufis traced their isnads through al-Hasan al- 
BasrT, from ‘AIT to Muhammad. But hadith masters who did not sup- 
port many Sufi practices, such as Ibn al-Salab (d. 643/1245), fbn 
Hajar (d. 852/1449), and al-SakhawT (d. 897/1402) all argued that 
al-Hasan al-Basri had never raet or heard hadiths from ‘AJT. 26 How 
could he have received the khirqa , or any knowledge at all for that 
matter, from him? 

Proponents of Sufism have tried to find evidence from the hadith 
tradition to bolster the claim of al-Hasan receiving the khirqa from 
‘AlT. Al-SuyutT (d. 911/1505) points out that al-Hasan al-Basri was 
bom in Medina and grew up in the house of one of the Prophet’s 
wives. He met many of the Companions and attended congregational 
prayers led by the caliphs ‘llthman and ‘AIT. Since ‘AlT did not leave 
Medina until al-Hasan was fourteen years old, al-Hasan would have 
had ample time to study with ‘ AIT. Furthermore, al-Suyutl fmds exam- 
ples of hadiths where al-Hasan al-Basri explicitly states that he heard 
the report from ‘AlT, such as the hadith from the Musnado{ Abu Ya‘li 
al-MawsilT that ‘The parable of my community is like the rain: it is 
not known which is better, its beginning or its end .’ 27 

The debate over the strength of the isnad for the khirqa and al- 
Hasan’s hearing hadith from 'AIT was intense and has lasted until the 
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preseni day, when the Moroccan Ahmad al-Ghumari wrote a book 
entitled 'The Evidem Proof for Sufis Being Connected to ‘AIT (al- 
Burhdrt al-jaft fi intisab ai-sufiyya ila 'AIT).' But ultimately this one 
point cannot settle the argument over the legitimacy of Sufism. As 
is clear from the isndds listed above, Suiis cite many other isnach 
for their teachings that do not involve al-Hasan al-Basri, ‘ AIT, or the 
khinja. More importantly, many of the hadith scholars, such as Ibn 
al-Saiah, who criticized the isndds for the khinja practice, them- 
selves sought and received khingas from Sufi masters! Regardless 
of the authenticity of the practice, they did so because it had become 
an accepted tradition for receiving blessings ( baraka ) from pious 
Muslim saints. No matter how poor its isndd , the khirqa camed great 
weigtat as the sign of a relationship with a Sufi master as well as a 
token of his blessings. 


HADITHS IN THEOSOPHICAL SUFISM 

Since the early period of Sufism, mystics have underscored the 
absolute contrast between the ultimate reality of God and the tran- 
sience of His creation. As the Quran states, ‘All things perish except 
His face’ (Quran: 28:68). Many Sufts stressed how all of creation is 
nothing more than an ephemeral reflection of God’s magniftcence 
and held that man’s greatest accomplishment is to penetrate the veil 
of this woiid and ‘become annihilated’ in God in this life - as one 
forged hadith puts it, to ‘die before yoo die, a A truly pious and 
perspicacious mystic grasps that God reveals His beauty ( tajalti) in 
every object in this world and that the pinnacle of human awareness 
is to know God more and more intimately through His signs and per- 
fectly reflect His attributes. Attaining this state of being dissolved 
in God is what led ecstatic Sufi mystics like Bayazid al-BistamT (d. 
261/874) to declare ‘Glory be to Me!’ and the famous Sufi martyr 
al-Hallaj (d. 309/922) to pronounce ‘I am the Ultimate Truth/God 
(ana al-haqq)\' both ptarases being otherwise reserved for God alone. 
To achieve this profound understanding was to reconnect completely 
with the source of all existence and fulfill the deepest yeamings of the 
soul. As the great Persian Sufi poet Jalal al-DTn RumT (d. 672/1273) 
wrote, like the reed flute whose song laments its separation from the 
reedbed: 
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Every person who has long remained tor Crora his source, 

Longingly seeks ihe day of his reunion. 

This mystical worldview flourished in the writings of SuHs like al- 
Ghazall but was first organized into a coraprehensive cosmology, or 
view of the universe, by the seminal Sufi MuhyT al-DTn Ibn ‘ArabT (d. 
638/1240), who hailed from Spain, traveled throughoul the Middle 
East and eventually died in Damascus. 

Ibn 1 Arabl devised a conception of creation as a reflection of God’s 
perfect attributes. Each of the manifold components and dimensions 
of the cosmos and the natural world mirrors His endless beauty, 
order, and creative capacity. The pinnacle and capstone of creation 
is mankind, the element that retlecis God’s most essential attribute: 
His unity. Humans embody within their souls and character all the 
multiplicity of the cosmos but are able to bring them into unified bal- 
ance and proper proportion. A person who has achieved this state of 
enlightened balance not only embodies ‘the spirit of the cosmos,’ he 
or she also is the most perfect reilection of God’s periection. This is 
‘the perfect human being (al-insan al-kamil),' who has purged him or 
herself of imperfections and grown closer and closer to God’s attri- 
butes until he dissolves into non-existence. For only God truly exists 
at all. 29 For Ibn ‘ArabT, investiture with the khirqa symbolizes ‘putting 
on’ the divine qualities. 30 

The function of revealed religion is similar. Each of the great 
prophets sent by God to their respective communities embodied and 
reflected one of His attributes. Their culmination, which Ibn ‘ArabT 
refers to with the Quranic phrase ‘the Seal of the Prophets’ (Quran 
33:40), was Muhammad. He was ‘the perfect human'par escellence, 
the consummate reflection of God who represented the goal that all 
seekers of truth sought and the station attained by saints. His timeless 
reality, which rbn ‘ ArabT called ‘the Muhammadan Reality ( al-haqiqa 
al-muhammadiyya)' was, in fact, the whole purpose of creation. 

The theosophical Sufi tradition, brought to its height by Ibn ‘ Arabl, 
explained the reason for God’s creation in the ‘Hadith of the Hidden 
Treasure,’ which Ibn ‘ArabT cites many times in his massive treatise 
al-Futuhat al-makkiyya (The Meccan Revelations). lt is a hadith 
qudsl , in which the Prophet quotes God directly as saying ‘I was a 
hidden treasure, and 1 wanted to be known. So 1 created the cos- 
mos so that I might be known (kuntu kanza makhfiyan fa-ahbabtu 
an u l raffa-khalaqtu al-khalq li-u l rafa).' This hadith communicated 
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an essential point of Ibn ‘ArabT’s cosmology: knowing God is the 
purpose of all creation. Humans exist because God wanted them to 
know Him and strive to become His Aawless reflections. Although 
this sense is eonveyed in Quranic verses such as the one reading l I 
have not created the jinn or mankind except to worship me’ (Quran 
51:56), the Hadith of the Hidden Treasure imbued this motivation 
with an almost emotionaJ longing that conveys the themes of desire 
and intimate knowledge so key to the Sufi tradition. 

A second hadith that served as an important piece of evidence in 
Ibn ‘ArabTs theosophical Sufism was known as the Hadith of Reason 
{hadith al- l aql). It is another qudsT hadith, in which the Prophet 
explains: 

Indeed God, when be created reason, He said to it, ‘Come,’ and 
it came. Then He sakL, ‘Go back,' and it went back. So God said, 

*By my glory and beaoty, I bave not created anything nobler than 
yon. By you 1 will take and by yon I will give' (Jnna Allah lamma 
khaiaqa ai-‘aql qala lahu: aqbil fa-aqbala. thumma qala adbir 
fa * 'adbara, fa-qdia ‘wa ‘izzatl wa jamdJT md khalaqtu khalqan ashraf 
mirdui fa-bika akhudhu wa bika u 'ti). 

This hadith established an important tenet of Sufism and speculative 
theology in Islam m general: man's reason is ultimately subordinate 
to God and serves the cause of grasping His truth. For Ibn ‘ArabT and 
upholders of the theosophical Sufi tradition, there were three ways for 
humans to attain knowledge: prophetic revelation, inspiration from 
God (often called ‘ dhawq ,’ ‘tasting,’ or kashf ‘unveiling’), and ra- 
tional hwestigation. Yet the mainstream Sunni tradition, especially in 
its infancy during the ninth and tenth centuries, was highly suspicious 
of relying on reason. They considered it a loophole for human beings 
to meddle in matiers of religion that God alone should define. For 
Sufis like Ibn ‘ArabT, the Hadith of Reason established that reason 
obeyed God and prophecy. 

Unfortunately, neither the Hadith of the Hidden Treasure nor the 
Hadith of Reason had any basis in the actual words of the Prophet, 
according to Muslim scholars. Opponents of Tbn ‘ArabT’s theosophi- 
cal Sufism, such as Ibn Taymiyya, said that the Hadith of the Hidden 
Treasure ‘has no isnad. weak or strong, to the Prophet,’ and even mod- 
erate scholars who supported Sufism, like Ibn Hajar and Mulla ‘AIT 
Q3ri, acknowledged that its attribution to the Prophet was baseless. 31 
The Hadith of Reason actually did appear in some hadith collections. 
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although highly unreliable ones. fbn Hanbal’s son ‘Abdallah included 
it as a mursal hadith in his book o fzuhd, and al-Tabaranl included it 
in his large mujam. However, every major Sunni hadith critic, 6rom 
early rigures such as al-‘UqaylTand al-Daraqutn! to later ones such as 
al-SakhawT and Mulla ‘AITQari, agreed that the report was extremely 
weak or lorged. 12 

Ibn ‘ArabT himself was no amateur in hadiths; he had cultivated 
his own collection ofhadiths with full isnads back to the Prophet. He 
acknowledged that these two hadiths had no basis according to the 
methods of hadith critics. Rather, as he states in the case of the Hadith 
of the Hidden Treasure, it was known to be ‘sound on the basis of 
unveiling (kashj)' (see Chapter 3 on Criticism through Unveiling). 33 
What concem was it to Sufis if no reliable isnad could be found for 
an important hadith? Sufi masters like rbn ‘ArabT felt that their under- 
standing of the cosmos superseded the mere probabilities generated 
by Sunni hadith criticism and its reliance on the isnad. As the early 
Sufi al-BistamT was quoted as saying, ‘ You take your knowledge dead 
ffom the dead, but I take my knowledge frora the Living One who 
does not die.’ 34 


SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER READING 

Portunately, a great deal has been written about Sufisra in English. 
Helplul works include Anneraarie Schimrael’s Mystical Dimensions 
of Islam (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1975) 
and Sayyed Hosein Nasr’s Sufi Essays (London: G. Allen & Unwin, 
1972). Michael Sells’ Early Islamic Mysticism (New York: Paulist 
Press, 1996) contains many original texts in translation. For a more 
specific discussion about the theosophical Sufism of Ibn ‘ArabT, see 
Claude Addas, The Quest for the Red Sulfur: The Life of Ibn 'Arabi 
(Cambridge: Islamic Text Society, 1993) and William Chittick’s 
The Sufi Path of Knowledge (Albany: State University of New York 
Press, 1989). For an edited collection of essays dealing with debates 
over Sufism within the Islamic tradition, see F. de Jong and Berad 
Radtke’s Islamic Mysticism Contested (Leiden: Brill, 1999). For a 
translation and discussion of many of the hadiths frequently used in 
Sufisra, see Javad Nurbakhsh, Traditions of the Prophet (New York: 
IChaniqahi-Nimatullahi Publications, 1981). Ibn ‘ArabT's Mishkat 
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ol-immar is traosiBted as Dhrine Sayingp* trans. Stephen Hirteostein 
(Oxfoni: Aap PtibHcalkws, 2004). 
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THE AUTHENTICITY OUESTION: WESTERN 
DEBATES OVER THE HISTORICAL 
RELIABILITY OF PROPHETIC TRADITIONS 


INTRODUCTION 

Thus far we have discussed hadiths and their functions in Islamic 
civilization as a tradition developed by a people who afFirmed that 
Muhammad was a prophet, the last in a series sent to humanity by a 
God who created the universe and is its sole font of tmth. So far, the 
hadith tradition has unfolded among Muslims. Though they might 
have disagreed on the proper use or interpretation of hadiths, Muslims 
have controlled the boundaries of the discussion. This book, how- 
ever, does not assume that the reader believes that God inAuences the 
course of history or that Muhammad was a prophet. Instead, you may 
have noticed (assuming Tve done my job) that this book discusses 
hadiths in a ‘neutral’ or ‘objectiYe’ tone according to the methods of 
modem historians of a religious tradition. 

Like Muslim hadith critics, however, our methods ofhistorical crit- 
icism in the West have their own tradition with its own assumptions. 
What we must admit before any further discussion is that, because a 
book does not assume that God directly intervenes in human events, 
that Muhammad was a prophet, or that hadiths are in generaJ authen- 
tic, then what it really assumes is that God does not directly interiere 
in historical events, that Muhammad was just a man, and that there 
are real doubts about the historical reliability of the entire hadith cor- 
pus. Few Westem readers ofthis book, for example, would accept the 
explanation that we know the Muslim hadith tradilion is an accur- 
ate record of Muhammad’s words because God would never let his 
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chosen religion go unpreserved (a standard Muslim explanation). As 
you can imagme. discussion of hadiths in the West differs dramatic- 
ally tirom its indigenous Muslim counterpart. 

This chapter explores the Westem academic investigation of early 
Isiamic history and its radical cridques of the Sunni hadith tradition. 
‘The Authenncity Question/ as we will tenn it, has two implications 
that we must bear in mind. First, Westem scholars' cridcal examina- 
tion of hadiths and the methods that Muslims used to authenticate 
them can be seen as laudably advancmg our understanding of Islamic 
origins and as part of a larger human endeavor to expand all areas 
of knowledge. Second, however, Westem criticism of the hadith 
tradition can be viewed as an act of domination in which one world- 
view asserts its power over another by dictating the terms by which 
‘knowledge’ and ‘truth’ are established. From this perspective, one 
could ask why the ‘light' that Westem scholars shed on hadiths is 
necessarily more vaiuable to ‘the advancement of human understand- 
ing' than what the Muslim hadith tradition has already otTered. As the 
likes of Edward Said have shown, knowledge is power, and studying 
an object is an act of establishing control over it It is thus no coinci- 
dence that two of the three main avenues through which the Westera 
study of the Islamic world progressed, that of Ottoman studies and the 
study of Persianate culture in South Asia, were originally tied to the 
European pursuit of diplomatic and colonial agendas in the Ottoman 
Empire and India (the third avenue, that of Semitic studies, stemmed 
from BibLical studies, as we shall discuss below). 1 

Westera discussions about the reliability of the hadith tradition are 
thus not neutral, and their inf1uence extends beyond the lofty halls of 
academia. The Authenticity Question is part of a broader debate over 
the power dynamic between ‘Religion’ and ‘Moderaity, ’ and between 
‘Islam’ and ‘the WesL' Instead of approaching the Authenticity 
Question from a teleological perspective, where we assume that 
the native ‘Muslim' vision of the hadith tradition is wrong and that 
Westera scholars have awakened it firom its millennial slumber and 
are guiding it gradually forwards, we will assume what I think is a 
more accurate approach: the hadith tradition is so vast and our 
attempts to evaluate its authenticity so inevitably limited to small 
samples, that any attitudes towards its authenticity are necessarily 
based more on our critical worldview than on empirical fact. Because 
we ultimately cannot know empirically whether Muhammad was 
a prophet or a character formed by history, or whether or not God 
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played any role in preserving his words Tor posterity, we will not look 
at the Authenticity Question as one to which there is a right and wrong 
answer. Instead, we will identify what the various schools of thought 
on tliis question have taken as their basic assumptions and how they 
have built on them. We will examine how some schools of thought 
reacted to others and how iheir assumptions casl doubt on those of 
others. 


THE ORIGINS AND ASSUMPTIONS OF THE WESTERN 
STUDY OF HADITH VS. THE ISLAMIC TRADITION 

The Muslim hadith tradition and the Westem academic study of 
Islamic origins represent diametrically opposed approaches to evalu- 
ating the authenticity of reports about the past. Both are critical, in 
that they concem themselves with questions of the reliability of his- 
torical sources, but they proceed from two sets of assumptions that 
are at loggerheads. 

As we have seen, the Sunni tradition of hadith criticism was 
founded on a commitment to sifting reliable from unreliable hadiths 
based on criteria that examined both the sources of a report and its 
contents. In the absence ofconBicting evidence or some strong objec- 
tion, however, Muslim hadith scholars and jurists treated a report 
attributed to the Prophet prima facie as something he really said. Ibn 
Hanbal thus Eamously stated that even a hadith whose authenticity 
was not established was a better source for law than ruling by one’s 
reason alone. A critica! examination of a hadith was required only 
when a scholar had some compelling reason to doubt its authenticity. 
Even then, the charismatic authority of the Prophet could overwhelm 
any critical concems. The famous Egyptian scholar Ibn al-Hajj (d. 
737/1336) ignored the legal ruling of a hadith and was subsequently 
afflicted by leprosy. When the Prophet appeared to him in a dream, the 
scholar asked him why he was being punished, since he had analyzed 
the hadith and concluded that it was not reliable. The Prophet replied, 
‘It sufFices you to have heard it ffom me. ’ Ibn al-Hajj repented and was 
cured by the Prophet in his dream. 2 Furtheimore, Muslim belief that 
the Prophet had been granted knowledge of the unseen and intended 
his legacy to form the basis for the civilization of Islam has meant that 
Muslims venerate statements attributed to the Prophet before they 
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doubt diCTL Skepnnsm towards hadiths was oot the dehmli setting of 
Musiim hadith cntics. 

The approadt of Western scholars has been the converse. The 
modera Westera sudy of history, conunoaly referred to (despite its 
mtenal dtveraity) aa the Histoncal Cntical Method (HCM), is an 
approach to &e pnst chat emerged from Kenaissance humanism and 
the cnticai appioach to the sources of history and rehgion that sub- 
seqnentiy deveioped m Gennany in the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centnhes. Mamtamtng a ^histoncal criticai' perspecdve towards the 
past meansthat we do not accept what historical sources tell us with- 
out quesdon. inatptad, we interrogate them and attempt to establish 
their reiiabiliry according to a set of assumpcioos about how human 
society hmcdons As the great German historian Leopold von Ranke 
(d. 1886)declared, history is about looking behind the sources to find 
out 4 What reaily happened. v3 

The rootsof the HCM emerged from the fourteenth to the sixteenth 
r^ . n nir i g^ when haiian and French hmnanist scholars adopted a new 
perspective towards their cultural heritage. This perspective focused 
an the study of Ign gnage as a *****««to rediscover the perceived ori- 
guasoTWestemEuropean culture in the legacies of Greece and Rome. 
Wescem Europe had always considered ttself a condnuadon of the 
Roman tradidoo, looking to Roman law and hterature as exempla. 
Btt t hm relatianship lacked any nmioD of historical distance; pre- 
Renaissance medievai ardsts painted dassicai Greek heroes in the 
a rmnr of F.ng(igh knights and portrayed French kings in Roman 
regaiia. 4 

Begmmng withthe Renaiasance ‘rebirth’ of an interest in the pure 
Latin tanguage of Roman hgurea hke Cicero (d. 43 BCE), however, 
hahan schoian ldte Petrarch (d. 1374) developed a sense of histori- 
cal depih - to undemand tndy the great hgures of the Roman past, 
to mntate their mastery of langnage, rhetoric, and ethics, one had to 
reaipg that they were very differeot from us. They inhabited a differ- 
eat cukural mtheii that predated Chnstiamty. 

TMs frscination with recovering the pure Latin language of the 
Romans led the itahan scholar of language, or philologist, Lorenzo 
Vaila(d 1457)torealizehow mucb Latin had changed since the peak 
oTRoraan iiterature m die first century BCE. Since then, rnany schol- 
ais had been using Latin words to mean something other than their 
origmal, tmadulterated meaning. Emmining a document called The 
Donation of Constantme ; which the Roman emperor Constantine 
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supposedly had written in the early fourth century granting the pope 
control over some lands in the environs of Rome, Valla pointed out 
that the presence of linguistic anachronisms (things that appear out 
of place in time - Like a letter supposedly written by Jesus but men- 
tioning mobile phones) meant that this document must have been a 
later forgery. The document mentions ‘fiefs,’ or land grants. but Valla 
points out that this word did not appear until much later. 3 Noticing 
how language changed over time had led Valla to unmask a historical 
forgery that had long served as a pillar of the papacy’s claim to the 
right to act as a temporal power! Identifying anachronisms would 
serve as a pillar of the HCM. 

The Renaissance fascination with language as a tool for rediscov- 
ering origins had even more stunning implications for the study of the 
Bible. One of Valla's successors in philology, the famous Desiderius 
Erasmus of Rotterdam (d. 1536), duplicated Valla’s obsession with 
classical Latin in the field of Greek. Erasraus devoted his career to 
producing the most reliable and accurate versions of classical Greek 
texts by comparing the oldest possible manuscripts of the books and 
then purging them of raistakes made in copying and the linguistic 
misunderstandings or even insertions of later scholars. When produc- 
ing a new edition of the original Greek text of the New Testament, 
Erasmus discovered that a verse that had long been part of the Latin 
Bible and used as a definitive proof of the trinity was a later addition 
totally absent in the original Greek. 6 

The critical methods ofValla and Erasmus took root in Europe and 
blossomed in the universities of Germany in the eighteenth and nine- 
teenth centuries. There the philological study of classical texts Ied to 
a myriad of critical reve!ations about Greco-Roman history and the 
Bible. Examining the Greek of Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey , Fj\ Wolf 
concluded in 1795 that the two works could not have been the product 
of one author. 7 Studies of the New Testament Gospels led German 
scholars of the nineteenth century to conclude that, far fTom being 
themselves eyewitnesses to the events of Jesus’ life, the Gospel writ- 
ers Luke and Matthew had both constructed their versions of Christ’s 
life on material from the book of Mark. 

Following in the footsteps of Valla, this new German school of 
history assumed that the first step of studying any text was to question 
its reliability and establish its authenticity. In other words, the default 
setting for scholars was to doubt the reliability of material transmitted 
about the past. 
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Certamly, this principle of doubt did not mean that European his- 
torians doubted everything about the pasL But as their criticisms of 
the textual integrity' of Homer*s epics or the authenticity of the New 
Testament illustrate, they were willing to indulge hindamental doubts 
about the cornerstones of Westem history based upon the presence 
of what they considered anachronisms or stylistic inconsistencies 
within a texL Cootrast this with the statement of Sunni hadith critics 
like Mulla ‘ All Qari (d. 1014/1606), who asserted that ‘ it is mani festly 
ohvious that if something has been established by transmission [from 
the Prophet], then one should not heed any contradiction with sense 
perception or reason. ,g 

Aiong with this a priori doubt about textual reliability, the German 
school of history rested on other revolutionary methodological foun- 
dations. The European Enlightenment had produced materialist 
understandings of the world in which events proceeded according 
to oatural laws and not according to divine intervention. As a result, 
history could not be explained by God’s direct involvement or mira- 
cles. Instead, it was the immuiable laws of human society that shaped 
human history. 

One of the central principles of the HCM was thus the Principle 
of Analogy, which dictates that, although cultures can differ dramati- 
cally from place to place and era to era, human societies always func- 
tion in essenlially the same way. As a result, we can reconstruct how 
and why evenis transpired in Greece thousands of years ago based on 
our understanding of how individuals and groups hinction in our own 
societies today. lf people generally tend to pursue their own inter- 
ests and advance their own agendas today, then they did so in Greek 
times or at the time of Christ, and no one can be realistically exempted 
from such motivations. 9 Contrast this with the Sunni Muslim view of 
history in which, as the Propbet supposedly said, ‘The best genera- 
tion is the one in which I was sent, then the next, then the neit’ 
For Sunni hadith critics, the Prophet’s time was ‘free of evil. M0 His 
Companions were mcapable of lying about him and certainly not 
analogous to anyone else! 

Another radical scholarly step which specirically held great 
import for the study of religion came from the German sociologist 
Max Weber (d. 1920), who argued that the original founders of reli- 
gions were not actually responsible for their formalized teachings. 
These were organized by later generations in order to institutional- 
ize the founder’s charismatic religious authority. Contrast this with 



Wesiern debates over historical reliability • 203 

the Sunni belief that hadith scholars were mereiy preserving their 
Prophets origmal teachings by ‘fending off lies from the Sunna of 
God’s Messenger.’ 

In the study of the Bible, these trains of thought led to the devel- 
opment of what was termed Form criticism in Germany in the first 
decades of the twentieth century. This raethod of criticism combined 
the presumed doubt in the integrity of texts with the modern critic’s 
conridence ihat the construction of these texts was affected by very 
profane, worldly interests. Form critics identihed smaller sections 
within biblical books from which their larger narratives were com- 
posed. Each of these smaller components, termed forms, ‘served a 
derinite (unction in a concrete situation in the life of the early church.’ 
‘The main purpose for the creation, the circulation, and the use of 
these forms was not to preserve the history of Jesus, but to strengthen 
the life of the church.’ 11 

We thus find some imponant basic assumptions and methods thal 
together made up the Historical Critical Method of scholars in Europe 
and America: 

1 Initial doubt about the authenticity or reliability of a historical 
text 

2 A general suspiciousness towards orthodox narratives presented 
in texts 

3 The conviction that by analyzing historical sources a scholar can 
sift the reliable from unreliable by identifying which parts of the 
text served which historical agendas. 

Along with the Principle of Analogy and the detection of anachro- 
nisms to identify unreliable reports, the HCM has also relied on a tool 
often referred to as the Principle of Dissimilarity. Developed by the 
Dutch classicist Jakob Perizonius (d. 1715), this states that a report 
that seems to contradict or challenge orthodoxy is probably originally 
true, since no one try ing to construct that orthodoxy would have made 
it up. 12 

The development of the Historical Critical Method would have 
immediate consequences for the questions of authenticity in the 
Islamic tradition. In their efforts to better understand the historical 
development of the Old Testament, German biblical scholars of the 
late nineteenth century looked for the closest surviving analogy for 
ancient Israelite society: the Bedouins of Arabia. Soon the methods 
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of biblicaJ scholars wouid be brought to bear on the Arab-lslanuc 
tradidon. 


THE STAGES OF WESTERN CRITICISM OF EARLY 
ISLAMIC HISTORY 

Unlike Muslims, who developed a distinct and independent science 
of hadiths, Westem scholars have studied hadiths as part of a broader 
invesnganon of early Islamic history and the origins of the religion. 
We can divide these studies into three generai areas, ail of which 
tooch upon the rehability of hadith literature: early Islamic politi- 
cal and sectarian history, the origins of the Quran, and the origins of 
lalamic law. 

In the Westem study of eariy Islam and the Authenticity Question 
we can drscem four stages that are either chronologically or themati- 
caily distinct: 

1 The Orientalist Approach: the initial application of the Historical 
Critrcai Method to eariy Isiamic history, which challenges many 
features of the tradhional Isiamic legal and historicai narratives 
but accepts its general structure. 

2 The Philo-hlamic Apoiogy. : the arguments of some non-Musiim 
and Musiim scholars trained in the West responding to Orientalist 
critiqpues of hadiths. 

3 The Revisionist Approach : beginning in the late 1970s, this 
approach applied the critical assumptions of the Orientalist 
Approach al a more basic level and questioned the greater nar- 
rative of earty Islamic history, the origins of the Quran and of 
Is lamic law. 

4 The Westem Revaluation: since the 1980s, this approach has 
rejected the extremes of the Revisionist Approach while con- 
tiiiumg cnticism of the earty Lslamic period according to the 
Historical Critical Method. Rejecting the radical skepticism of the 
Revisionists, however, has ted some Westem scholars to recog- 
nize both that the OrientaJist method invoIves some questionable 
assumptions and also that the Muslim hadith tradition is much 
more sophistrcaied than previously believed. 
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THE HISTORICAL CRITICAL METIIOD AND THE MATN: 
GOLDZIHER'S REV0LUT10NARY CRITICISM OF IIADITHS 

One of ihe first Westem writers to question the reliability of the haditli 
corpus as a source for Muhammad’s life and deeds was the Scotsman 
William Muir (d. 1905), who served as a coloniaj administrator and 
educator in British lndia. In his Life of Mohamet (1861) he rejects 
the hadith corpus as clearly biased and unreliable. Hadiths merely 
promoted the Muslim ‘chorus of glory to Mobammad’ as well as 
the political. sectarian, and scholarly ambitions of the early Muslim 
community. lj Only the Quran was a reliable source for the Prophet’s 
teachings, Muirclaims. Although he feels that ‘Europeancritics’must 
reject al least half of the material in Sahih al-Bukharl Muir admits 
that some hadiths can be considered reliabie. These include hadiths 
on issues on which independent reports are in general agreement as 
well as hadiths that portray the Prophet unfavorably (an example of 
the Principle of Dissimilarity at work). 14 He also notes that classical 
hadith criticism was useless because it focused only on the isnad and 
not the content of the hadiths theraselves. 15 AJthough with Muir we 
see the application of the Historical Critical Method to hadith litera- 
ture, it was the Hungarian Ignaz Goldziher (d. 1921) who applied this 
on a larger scale and with more academic rigor. 

Faithful to the German school of history, Goldziher approached 
the textual sources of early Islamic history and thought with ‘skepti- 
cal caution.’ The fact that there was no historical documentation of 
the Prophet’s life written in his own time, and that material about 
him had been transmitted through the very flexible medium of oral 
traditions, meant that hadiths could not be viewed as documentary 
evidence. They were eminently subject to forgery and manipulation. 

Like Valla and the German biblical scholars, the critical keys that 
Goldziher used to sift true from false reports about the Prophet were 
anachronism and the Principle of Analogy; hadiths that seemed to 
address conAicts and concems that emerged only after the Prophet’s 
death must be propaganda created by parties involved in these con- 
Aicts, not the actual words of the Prophet. As a result, the contents 
of many hadiths not only prove they were forged, but they also 
allow the historian to determine who forged them and when. 16 For 
Goldziher, then, hadiths serve not as a document of the Prophet’s 
actual legacy, but rather as ‘a direct reAection of the aspirations of the 
Islamic community.’ 17 
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Goldziher notes that the Prophets authority was immediately both 
compelling and appeaJing to Muslims. He concludes that the limited 
writing douTi of hadiths was a very early process, but the very power 
of the Prophet*s precedent meant that Musltms also quiddy found 
mampulating hadiths for their own purposes irresistible. 18 The fact 
that the Prophet could have had Jcnowledge of future events served 
as a license for anachronism among early hadith forgers. Events 
unfokimg in the nascent Muslim commumty couid be ‘described’ 
or ‘judged' by attributing statements to the Prophet, who had been 
informed about them by God. 19 

Goldziher lays out four main stages and motivations for the forg- 
ery of hadiths by Muslims during the first three hundred years of 
Islam: political agendas, legaJ agendas, sectarian agendas, and com- 
munal/historicaJ agendas. For Goldziher, the original and most potent 
modvation for the forgery of hadiths was polidcs. Specifically, he 
argues that many hadiths and the nature of the early hadith tradidon as 
a whole leave no doubt that the Umayyad dynasty pursued a program 
of poiidcaJ propaganda in which hadith forgery played an important 
part 

UnliJce the Muslim community during the Prophet’s lifetime and 
the pious inhabitants of Medina after his death, in Goldziher’s opin- 
ion Umayyad nile firom Syria was entirely secular with no inherent 
IsJamic legidmacy. 20 The Umayyads thus arranged for hadiths to be 
forged which leghimized their rule and polidcal practices. Goldziher 
aigues, for example, that during the Second Civil War (680-92), 
when the Umayyads’ enemy ‘AbdaJlah b. al-Zubayr (d. 73/692) was 
in control of Mecca and the piigrimage routes, the Umayyads circu- 
lated a hadith thal urged Muslims not ‘to remove the saddles from 
their moants [in other words, to visit| eicept at three mosques,’ 
the Haram Mosque in Mecca, the Prophet’s Mosque in Medina and 
the Al-Aqsa Mosque in Jerusalem. Goldziher infers that this hadith 
was an attempt to establish an altemadve annual pilgrimage location 
m Umayyad-controlled tenitory in Palestine. 21 When the Umayyad 
caliphs wanted to appear more majesdc before the congregation 
by delWering sermons while seated at Friday prayers, agents of the 
dynasty forged a hadith that the Prophet had given his sermons while 
seated. 22 

The Umayyads were able to forge and circulate these hadiths suc- 
cesstuily, Goldziher argues, because they patronized and sponsored 
the early collecticra of hadiths in general. Goldziher points out that 
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the early pivot of hadith collection in the Hejaz and Syria, aJ-Zuhri, 
served as a tutor to Umayyad princes and a judge for the state. He 
even wore the unilorm of the Uraayyad military. Goldziher thus does 
not find it surprising that al-Zuhri appears in the isnad of the above- 
mentioned hadith of the three mosques suitable for visiting. 23 He notes 
that many other early hadith masters, such as al-Sha'bT al-Himyari 
(d. 103-10/721-8), were also associated with the Umayyad court. 
To a large extent, he suggests, the study of hadiths on a large scale 
occurred because of\Jmayyad interest in political propaganda. 

Just as political concems drove forgery of hadiths in the Umayyad 
period, Goldziher continues, they continued to moti vate forgery under 
the Abbasids. Unlike the ‘secular’ Umayyads, the Abbasid state was 
built on a religious message: the retum of rule to the family of the 
Prophet, the Quran, and the Sunna. 24 He argues that under Umayyad 
rule, many of the Muslims living in their newly conquered realms 
had very little knowledge about the ritual and legal details of their 
religion. 25 Under Abbasid patronage, the pious religious scholars 
whose voices had been subdued during Umayyad times had to pro- 
duce a comprehensive legal, dogmatic, and communal vision for the 
new Islamic empire. It was under the Abbasids that the Sunna of the 
Prophet became seen as the norm for all areas of life and that hadiths 
began to be used in religious law. 26 

Since the Quran contained very little legal material, these Muslim 
scholars had to resort to other means to construct Islamic law. The 
Partisans of Reason ( ahl al-ra 'y) tumed to the legacy of Roman pro- 
vincial law where, for example, Goldziher claims Muslims acquired 
the notion that a defendant in a case raay clear himself of charges 
by swearing an oath. As for the Partisans of Hadith ( ahl al-hadith ), 
‘the path followed by them was a less honest one/ They invented 
whole swathes of hadiths on issues of Islamic law and dogma in order 
to provide the raw material for their construction of Islamic trad- 
ition. With the Abbasids promoting such activities, he concludes, ‘it 
may be imagined how greatly the fabrication of badlths flourished 
under these circumstances.’ In addition to forging a vast number of 
hadiths, Goldziher claims that the Abbasid-era Partisans of Hadith 
also invented the system of hadith criticism wholesale as a tool for 
rebutting any hadiths that their opponents might use against them in 
debates. 27 

Like the Umayyads, the Abbasids and their partisans also forged 
hadiths to legitimize their rule. Conceming a hadith in which the 
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Prophet gives the spoils of war to his clan, the Banu Hashim, from 
whom the Abbasids daimed descent, while giving none to the Banu 
‘Abd Shams. the clan of tbe Umayyads, Goldziher remarks that the 
‘dynasnc-legitimistic character ofthis hadTth is obvious.’ 28 

Throughout the early Islamic period, he asserts, pious Muslims 
also forged hadiths that allowed them to make sense of the turmoil and 
strife wTacking their community. Thus we find the hadith in which the 
Prophet says that his is the best of generations and thal all subsequent 
ones will diveige further and hirther from his golden age. 29 These 
pious scholars similarly forged hadiths urging political quietism - a 
cause no doubt supported by the govemment - with hadiths such 
as 'Blessed is he who avoids public agitations (inna al-sa^Td man 
jumtiba al-fitan ). ,J0 

Forging hadiths became a way for religious scholars to narrate the 
course of Isiam's history, as well as to predict its future, through the 
Prophet’s words. Goldziher states that the Pardsans of Hadith ‘do not 
restrain themseWes at all when they make the Prophet speak about the 
general development of the Islamic empire.’ Hence we find hadiths 
describing how the Prophet, while digging the defensive ditch around 
Medina, saw visions of the faraway castles of Syria and Persia that the 
Muslims would conquer. 31 

Of course, Goldziher noted how more strictly sectarian conflicts 
also led to the forgery of large numbers of hadiths. 32 Shiites eager to 
prove 1 AJTs claim to leadership forged the hadith of Ghadlr Khumra. 
in which the Prophet is made to announce to his Companions that 
‘Whoever’s master I am, ‘AH is his master.’ Sunnis countered 
by forging exact cormterparts to such hadiths featuring Abu Bakr 
or ‘Umar instead of ‘AJT, or circulating reports emphasizing that 
the Prophet had in facr made no will at all assigning a successor. 33 
He also identified some less idealistic motivations for forging 
hadiths. Individual cities, tribes, and schools of law would forge 
chauvinistic hadiths in which the Prophet would foretell or affurn 
their prominence. 34 

Since Goldziher's work provides the foundation for later Westem 
criticisms of hadiths, we must pause to examine some of his assump- 
tions. As we saw with the German school of historical criticism, 
Goldziher maintains an attitude of pronounced skepticism towards 
the orthodox Muslim narrative of Islamic history. It is neither shaped 
by God's will nor immune from the profane motivations that afflict 
humans everywhere. The early Muslim community was not some 
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morally upright polity but a series of self-mterested parties that 
exploited the authority of the Prophet to their benefit. At the root of 
his reasoning lies the critical assumption that, if a hadith serves the 
purp>oses of a group, it was forged by that group. This is especially 
clear if the hadith contains some anachronism. 

His willingness to indulge in skepticism is crucial for his conclu- 
sions about the hadilh tradition. Describing the hadith activity of the 
early transmitter ‘Abd al-Rahman b. Khalid, Goldziher states confi- 
dently that ‘there are presumably many [of his hadiths] which were 
to benefit the prevailing political lendencies, because this ‘Abd al- 
Rahman was for years an important official of Umayyad princes.’ 35 
In other words, the simple fact thal ‘Abd al-Rahman served as an 
Uraayyad hinctionary meant that he must have forged hadiths to sup- 
port Umayyad causes. Less skeptical scholars might not feel com- 
fortable with this reasoning, since a person can work for a state or 
company without lying on its behalf. In the above-mentioned case of 
the Prophet giving his clan more of the spoils of war than he gave to 
the Umayyad clan, why should we assume that this is forged simply 
because i t seems to support the anti-U raayyad agenda of the Abbasids? 
lt is not inconceivab!e that the Prophet actually did grant his clao 
the lion’s share of booty, especially since the chief of the Umayyad 
family, Abu Sufyan, had been a diehard opponent of Islam in Mecca. 

Sometimes Goldziher’s vision of the hadith tradition as inherently 
manipulative and unreliable leads him to misinterpret evidence. As 
proof that Abbasid-era hadith scholars forged reports for the beneFit 
of the state, he discusses the case of Ghiyath b. Ibrahlm, who made up 
a hadith in which the Prophet allowed raising pigeons forcorapetition 
because Ghiyath knew that the Abbasid caliph al-Mahdl was fond 
of them. Goldziher concludes that, although the caliph caught on to 
the forgery, ‘the tale nonetheless shows what a court theologian was 
capable of doing in matters of the tradition.’ 36 This story, however, 
is only found in Muslim sources as a textbook example of the sin of 
forging hadiths. Sunni hadith critics reviled Ghiyath b. Ibrahlra as a 
forger and referred to the incident as an example of how one person 
forged a hadith and how the network of critics immediately caught 
it. Goldziher, on the other hand, uses a story designed to illustrate an 
exception to represent the rule. 

Goldziher’s investigalion of forgery in the hadith tradition none- 
theless Ieads to some tremendous insights as to how pious Muslims 
could concoct lies about their Prophet. He describes how after the 
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Prophet’s death even his Companions forged hadiths ‘which were 
thought to be in accord with his sentiments and could therefore, in 
their view. legitimately be ascribed to him.' 37 Under the Umayyads 
and Abbasids, he suggests, hadith scholars could justity forging 
hadiths because phrasing statements as the words of the Prophet was 
the idiom in which authority was expressed. ‘The end sanctiried the 
means/ The widespread circulation of hadiths such as one in which 
the Prophet instmcts Muslims thal, if they hear a hadith whose mean- 
ing accords with the Quran, ‘then it is tme whether I said it or not,’ 
demonstrate that some Muslims found no conflict in preserving what 
they felt were legitimate components of the Prophet's teachings by 
attributing false hadiths to him. M 

Like Muir, Goldziher concluded that content criticism played no 
discemable roie in the work ofMuslim hadith critics. Even if the text 
of a hadith is replete with suspicious material, he observes, ‘Nobody 
is allowed to say: “because the matn contains a logical contradiction 
orhistorical absurdity I doubt theconectness of the isndd."' From this 
he concludes that ‘Muslim critics have no feeling for even the crudest 
anac hro nism s provided that the isnad is correct.’ 39 Goldziher’s con- 
clusion that examining the contents of reports was not a component 
of early hadith criticism has been consistently echoed by Westem 
scholars. 


DATING HADLTH FORGERY BY ISNADS: THE SCHOOL 
OF JOSEPH SCHACHT 

Goldziher had brought the European historical critical tradition to 
bear on hadith literature and had concluded that a significant number 
of hadiths that Muslims believed were authentic were actually forged 
as pan of the articulation of Islamic political, legal, dogmatic, and 
historical worldviews. Westem criticism of hadiths was brought to a 
new level by a Gerraan scholar named Joseph Schacht (d. 1969), who 
built on Goldziher’s skepticism towards the reliability of hadith lit- 
erature. Schacht also concludes that hadiths cannot be assumed in any 
way to actually describe the Prophet’s lite. 40 While Goldziher focused 
on political propaganda and sectarian agendas, Schacht focused spe- 
cifically on the hmction of hadiths in Islamic law. Whereas Goldziher 
had utilized the matn of hadiths to determine when and why they 
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were Torged, Schachi examined the isnads and the diachronic (liter- 
ally, ‘across time’) tradition ofhadith collection and use. 

Legal hadiths, Schacht argues, do not represent the actual details 
of the Prophet’s life. Rather, they were attributed to the Prophet by 
later schools of law to lend support to their doctrines. 41 He presents 
one simple observation that underlies his entire criticism of the hadith 
corpus. lf we look at admittedly early Muslim scholarly writings, 
such as the letler that al-Hasan al-Basri (d. 110/728) addressed to the 
Umayyad caliph ‘Abd al-Malik (d. 86/705) waming him not to adopt 
a predestinarian outlook, we find that al-Hasan does not mention 
hadiths as part of his argument. Instead, he draws on the Quran and 
slories of earlier prophets. 42 Since Sunni hadith collections contain 
plentiful hadiths that al-Hasan al-Basri could have used as evidence 
in his treatise, Schacht concludes, the fact that he did not use them 
in his polemics means that these hadiths must not have existed at the 
time. 43 This type of argument is known as an arguraent e silentio . or 
‘6rora silence.’ 

Schacht argues that the original study and elaboration of Islamic 
law, which he calls ‘the ancient schools of law,’ developed in cities 
such as Kufa and Medina around the practice of that local community 
and the opinions of its senior Muslim religious hgures, such as Abu 
HanTfa, Malik b. Anas, and al-Layth b. Sa‘d. TTie Prophet’s Sunna 
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was not an immediaiely revered source for law. Debates among these 
schoiars. however. caused a great deai of contention because none 
of these anctent schools of Law possessed argumerus that their oppo- 
oents tound compeLling enough to follow. Schacht thus concludes 
thai by the late eighth and early ninth centuries. Muslim scholars of 
tbese ancient schools attempted to resolve this interpretive chaos 
by investmg the legal precedent of the Prophet and his Companions 
with more authority. Schacht associates this transition with al-Shafi‘I 
(d. 204/820), whose famous Risala documents his campaign to iden- 
tify the norion of authontaii ve precedent (sunnn) solely with Prophetic 
hadiths. 44 

According to Schacht’s thought, the movement away firom the 
precedent of numerous authontative rigures such as the Companions 
and Successors to the Propbet himself manifested itself in the ‘back- 
growth’ of isndds. Schacht's reasoning was simple and ciear. Books 
surviving from the ancieni schools of law, like Malii s Muwatta \ 
incinde tar more reports from later figures than from the Prophet him- 
seil 43 The coliections compiled after al-ShafiT, however, such as the 
canomcal Sbt Books, were undeniably focused on Prophetic reports. 46 
Furthermore, these collections often included reports attributed to the 
Prophet that the authors of eariier hadith collections had attributed to 
Companions or Successors. A report in the Muwarta' may be attrib- 
uted to a Companion, while a generation Later al-ShafiT attributes the 
same report to the Prophet through a defective mursal isnad( in which 
there exists a gap in the isnad between the Prophet and the person 
quotmg him). Two generarions later, in the Sahih of al-Bukhari, we 
find the same hadith with a compiete isnad to the Prophet. 47 Schacht 
contended that the Prophetic versions of tbese reports had clearly 
been forged after the compilation of works such as the Muwatta \ 
since tf they had existed eariier, then scholars like Malik no doubt 
wouLd have mcluded them in tbeir writings to trump their adversaries 
in legal debates. 4 * 

In Schachl’s view, the development of law in the first centuries 
of Kslam was thus a slow process of finding more and more compel- 
ling sources of authority for iegal or doctrinal maxims. Statements 
from SuocessoiB were the oldest and thus most historically accur- 
ate. 49 lo debates between early Legal schoiars, however, the problem 
of competmg Successor reports was solved by disingenuous experts 
attributmg these statements to the next highest rung on the ladder of 
authority: the Companions of the Prophet. We should thus treat these 
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Companion repons as historical Tabrications. 50 By the mid eighth 
ceotury, the problem of competing reports tiom the Companions 
resulted in such statements being pushed back to the Prophet him- 
self. Al-Shafi‘T proved the greatest champion of this total reliance on 
Prophetic hadiths. Since the major Sunni hadith collections consist 
almost entirely of reports from the Prophet, much of their material 
must have been put into circulation afler aI-ShafiTs time. 51 Schacht’s 
conclusions yielded a simple rule: the farther back the Lsndd of a 
hadith goes, the more assured we should be of its fabricalion and the 
later the date that this fabrication occurred. 52 

But how do we know who was responsible for the backgrowth 
of an isnad and when they had attributed a statement to the Prophet? 
For the legal hadiths that Schacht studies, he posits the theory of the 
Common Link (see Figure 8.0). Schacht notices that for the hadiths 
he selected for analysis, the report is transmitted by only one chain 
until a certain point several generations after the Prophet. After this 
transmitter, whom Schacht terms the ‘Common Link,’ the hadith 
spreads out to rnore chains of transmission. Since the eighth century 
witnessed a process of isnads growing backwards, then it seems rea- 
sonable to assume that this Common Link is responsible for fabricat- 
ing his isnad back to the Prophet. Everything before the Common 
Link is thus made up, which explains why the hadith only spreads out 
widely after him. 53 

Schacht adds that, in addition to the backgrowth of isnads leading 
to a massive increase in the number of ‘hadiths,'jurists and hadith 
scholars also created ‘paraJlel’ isnads to help avert the arguments 
made by Mu‘tazilites who rejected the use of hadiths with a limited 
nuraber of chains of transmission. 54 To avoid the stylistic awkward- 
ness of putting what were clearly legal statements made by early 
Muslim scholars in the mouth of Muhammad, Schacht explains that 
the circumstances and contextual details of legal hadiths were added 
to provide ‘an authentic touch.’ 53 

Schacht’s understanding of the early Islamic legal tradition and 
his Common Link Theory became the dominant vision of the hadith 
tradition among Westem scholars and has exercised tremendous 
influence. This approach has been elaborated further by the Dutch 
scholar G.H.A. Juynboll, one of the leading proponents of what we 
have termed the Orientalist school. 

While acknowledging that the origins of what became hadith lit- 
erature no doubt occurred in the life the Prophet, Juynboll adds that 



214 Hadith 


‘surely it is unltkely thai we wiU ever find even a moderaiely suc- 
cessfui method of provmg with incontrovertible certainty the histor- 
icity of the ascription of such to the prophet but in a few isolated 
insrances.' Too many of the Companions, he condnues, were credited 
“with such colossai numbers of obviously foiged traditions that it is 
no longer feasible to conceive of a foolproof method to sift authentic 
from falsely ascnbed materiai/ 56 

lf it is beyond the historian’s means to prove that the Prophet did 
say something, Juynboll certainly believes that one can prove that 
he did not say something. He does this by dating when the hadith 
came mto existence. Buildmg on Schacht’s Common Link Theory, 
Juynboll asserts that the more people transmit a hadith from a scholar, 
‘the more historicity that moment has.’ In other words, the more 
people narrated a hadith firom a transmitter, the more attestation there 
is that the hadith actually existed at the time. 57 It must therefore have 
been forged at some earlier date. 

Any Hnks in an isnad that lack such muidple attestations are of 
dubious historical reliability, especially m light of the supposed 
adorarion that eariy Muslims had for hadiths and their preservation. 
Juynbotl asks, if the Prophet had reaily uttered a certain hadith in 
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ihe presence of his devoted tollowers, how do we explain why he 
‘should choose to convey his saying about [a topic] to just one com- 
panion, and why this companion should choose to convey it to just 
one successor?’* 8 For Juynboll, then, the only historically verifiable 
‘moment’ in the tamsmission of a hadith occurs with a Common Link. 
Because it is inconceivable that a real hadith could be transmitted by 
only one isnadUom the Prophet, anything before this Common Link 
must have been fabricated by him or her. 59 

Juynboll feels that concluding that a hadith must have been forged 
because more transmissions of it do not exist (an argument e silentio) 
is well justified. Since Muslim hadith scholars habitually collected all 
the available transmissions of a hadith they could find, theiromission 
of any transmission must entail that it did not e^ist. 60 

In his case-by-case analysis of many hadiths, Juynboll develops a 
jgtrgon for describing the difFerent phenomenaof wn<5*/fabrication. As 
is illustrated in Figure 8.1, we see that the hadith has a clear Common 
Link, whom Juynboll would accuse of attributing the hadith to the 
Prophet along with a suitable isnad. We also find two other tnmsmis- 
sions of the hadith besides that of the Common Link, one through the 
Common Link’s source and another through a second Companion. 
Since there is no historical way to verify the existence of these two 
altemative transmissions (they lack a Common Link), they must have 
been forged by a transmitter or collector to provide an altemative 
chain of transmission, perhaps with a more elevated isnad\ lo that 
of the Common Link. Juynboll terms these altemative transmissions 
‘Diving’ isnads. bl A hadith that has no Comraon Link, only a set of 
unrelated ‘diving’ chains (which Juynboll terms a ‘spider’), is not 
historically datable in any sense. 62 

JuynboILs judgment on ‘diving’ chains of transmission leads him 
to dismiss the whole notion of corroborating transmissions ( mutabaa) 
among Muslim hadith scholars. Because these chains of transmission 
appear independently and lack any Common Link, they cannot be 
verified and should be assumed to be forgeries. They are simply pla- 
giarisms of the Common Link’s isnads to make the hadith seem more 
reliable. Juynboll notes that it ‘never ceases to astonish’ him that mas- 
ter Muslim hadith scholars like Ibn Hajar al-‘Asqal§nT did not realize 
that corroborating isnads were in fact groundless fabrications. 63 

As his treatment of corroborating transmissions suggests, Juynboll 
feels that the Muslim methods of hadith criticism were wholly 
ineffective at weeding out forged hadiths. First of all, he says, the 
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science of hadiih criticisin emerged far too laie to judge with any 
reliability what transpired in the eariy period of hadith torgery in the 
late seventh and early eighth centuries. Second. the methods of hadith 
critics did not consider the possibility that isnads could be made up 
whoiesale, a fact thai rendered the proof value of any corroborating 
isnads null. Juynboll notes that the pbenomenon Muslim critics called 
tatttis (obfuscation in transmission, see Chapter 3) would have ailowed 
dismgenuous tbrgers to attribute a hadith to an eariier respected 
scbolar. He claims that tadlts l was hardly ever detected.’ Finaliy, he 
follows Goidzther in asserting the ‘near absence of application of 
suitable criteria' tor content criticism by eariy hadith critics. 64 


Like Goldziher and Schacht, Juynboil concludes that the ‘pro- 
grammadc* production of hadiths started afier the death of the 
Companions* whh the standardization of the isndd format taking place 
in the 680s and 690s. 63 Following those earlier Orientalists, he agrees 
thai hadiths onginated as the exhortatory material of storytellers and 
preachers and only Later addressed topics of Islamic law. Most of what 
Muslims considered to be the most reiiable hadiths probably emerged 
in the 700s to 720s, when Muslim schoiars began to invest the Sunna 


of the Prophet with ultimate authority and when the backgrowth of 
Lsrtads allowed material to be manufactured to fumish the Prophet’s 
legacy. Whiie Schacht had identified the backgrowth of an isnad if 
he found a Prophetic hadith in a collection like Sahlh al-Bukhari that 
had appeared in an earlier collection as a statement of a Companion or 
Successor, Juynboll generalized this conclusion. Even if you cannot 


fmd a Companion/Successor opinion that corresponds to a Prophetic 
hadith, the fact that so many hadiths seem to have originated from 
these kinds of non-Prophetic statements makes ‘any “prophetic” say- 
ing suspect as also belonging to that genre. %66 

Using infonnation provided by Muslim hadith critics and collec- 
tors themselves, Juynboil offers proof for the massive multiplication 
of hadiths in this period. In the earliest sources available, he says, 
major hadith tran&mitters like Ibn ‘ Abbas were described as narrating 
as few as nine hadiths from the Prophet. Yet by the time Ibn Hanbal 
compiled his vast Musnad in the first half of the 800s he collected 
1,710 narrations from Ibn 'Abbas (although Juynboll admits that 
these included repetitions of the same hadith). 67 

Beyond the backgrowth of isnads , in his numerous articles 
Juynboll criticized a variety of other concepts developed by Muslim 
hadith critics. He challenges the provenance of the isnad that Muslim 
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critics considered one of the most reliable: Malik 4r Naii' 4~ Ibn 
‘Umar f Prophet, by claiming that the transmiaer Nafi‘, the client 
of Ibn ‘Umar, did not really exist as a major hadith narrator. Arguing 
that Nafi‘ cannot be established as a Common Link, and pointing to 
the fact that the early transmission critic Ibn Sa'd (d. 230/845) did not 
describe him as a notewonhy hadith transmitter, Juynboll concludes 
that Malik and other early scholars simply invented Nafi‘ as a use- 
lul tool for anchoring their own legal opinions in the words of the 
Prophet. 68 

Juynboll also challenges the notion that attaining the level of 
mutawatir in the eyes of Muslim critics in any way guaranteed the 
authenticity of a hadith. Using his Common Link method on the 
famous hadith of ‘Whoever Lies about rae intentionally, let hira 
prepare a seat for himself in HelL,’ Juynboll claims that Common 
Link analysis cannot establish it as reaching back to the Prophet. He 
thus concludes that if the most famous mutawatir hadith cannot be 
proven to be authentic according to his methods, then the whole idea 
ofmw/<rwa//rhadiths ‘is no guarantee forthe historicity ofa hadith's 
ascription to the prophet. ’ 69 


THE PHILO-ISLAMIC APOLOGY 

Orientalist criticisms of hadiths quickJy elicited responses (rom 
Muslim scholars. Although he affirmed many of Muir’s critiques of 
the hadith tradition, the Indian Islamic modemist, Sir Sayyid Ahmad 
Khan (d. 1898) retorted that Muir’s assumption that the bulk of hadith 
transmitters were engaged in deliberate misrepresencation stemmed 
from his anti-Muslim bias. Furthermore, Khan accuses Muir of sup- 
porting his accusations of the political and sectarian motivations 
behind hadith forgery using as evidence the same reports he had 
deemed historically unreliable. 70 

Later, more in-depth responses to Orientalist criticisms came from 
scholars working and trained in Westem universities who did nol 
wholly agree with Goldziher, Schacht, and their followers. From the 
1960s to the 1980s, a number of scholars, most of thera firom Muslim 
or Middle Eastem backgrounds, challenged Orientalist conclusions 
either wholly or in part. The most inAuential challenge came from 
Nabia Abbott (d. 1981) (a Christian from Iraq and later professor at 
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thc University ot' Chicago) who based her book Studies in Arabic 
Literary Papyri U: Qur 'anic Commentary' and Tradition (1967) on a 
selectioa ot early Arabtc papyrus documents from the second half of 
the etghth and the early ointh centunes. 

Abbon presems an interesting chailenge to Goldziher ’s theory 
thai the Uma>yad govemment, with its agents like al-Zuhrf, instituted 
hadi th collection and actively fabricated a substantial component of 
the hadith corpus pursuant to their political agenda. Evidence from 
our earliest sources on the origrns of hadith study, she contends, por- 
trays the Umayyads as concemed first and foremost with collectmg 
the Prophet s teachings on administradve issues like taxes and char- 
ity, not with material connected to the political image of their rule. 
She ootes how the first state attempt to collect hadiths, ordered by the 
caiiph ‘Umar b. l Abd al-‘Arfz (d. 101/720), was limited to adminis- 
trative hadiths. The hadiths that al-Zuhrf collected for the Umayyads 
for promulgahon in the provinces dealt only with charitable tithes 
(sadaqa). 1[ Abbott argues that the ‘fiamily isnads * like those from 
Nafi‘ <-Ihn ‘Umar ox al-‘Aia’ b. ‘Abd al-Rahman <- his father <- 
Abo Hurayra emerged far earlier and were fiar more numerous than 
prev ously imagined. Umayyad rulers were attempting to make these 
private oollections public, not ordering the forgery and circulation of 
baseless hadiths. 72 

Abbott also rebuts the argument that the exponential mcrease in the 
number ofhadiths in the eighth and ninth centunes proves that hadiths 
were being forged en masse. Firstof all, she notes that even early writ- 
ten coilections of hadith could be sizable: al-Hasan al-Basn’s sahl/a 
was a scroU six inches in diameter. Certainly, however, early written 
coUections were much smaUer than the great hadith compendia of the 
ninth century. AJ-Zuhffs library could be carried in one bag, while 
Ibn HanbaTs was twelve and a half camel loads, and al-Waqidf’s (d. 
207/822) six hundred boxes. 

The explanation for this growth, however, was not necessar- 
iiy forgery. Papyrus and parchment were extremely expensive, and 
scholars could only use them to record the most basic information 
about their hadiths, such as the mam with perhaps one isndd. With the 
amval of cbeap paper in the Middle East at the end of the eighth cen- 
tury, scholars could afford to write down every hadith narration they 
came across. In his famous Musnad , for example, Ibn Hanbal tried to 
i nc l n de an average of seven narrations for every tradition he Iisted. 74 
As the science ofhadith collection and criticism developed in the mid 
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eighth century, a ‘hadith’ became identified with its isnad, nol with its 
matn. As ninth-century scholars obsessively collected all the various 
transmissions (each called a ‘hadith’) ofone tradition, the numberof 
‘hadiths’ multiplied rapidly. As isnads developed and became inter- 
laced, this number increased even more, while the actual number of 
Prophetic traditions remained relatively small. 75 

Abbotts challenging some of the Orientalist attacks on the Sunni 
hadith tradition, however, did not mean that she embraced it fully. She 
notes that the widespread disagreement between Muslim critics on 
the reliability of a transmitter or isnad ‘nulliried’ the real eflfectiveness 
of the Muslim science of hadith as a critical tool. 76 Abbott provides 
perhaps the most insighthil explanation of how so much forged mater- 
ial did appear. Since Muslim hadith critics treated hadiths dealing 
with law much more severely than those that they used in exhortatory 
preaching (al-targhlb wa al-tarhib ), the type of matn greatly affected 
the critical stringency with which the hadith was treated. Much of the 
material forged in areas such as exhortatory preaching thus survived 
because Muslims allowed it to. 77 

A vigorous rebuttal of Orientalist scholarship came from an Indian 
scholar who studied at Cambridge University, Muhammad Mustafa 
al-Azami. In two books, Studies in Early Hadith Literarure (1978) 
and On Schachts Origins of Muhammadan Jurisprudence (1984), 
Azami attacked Schacht’s work (and also that of Goldziher) and those 
who had relied on his conclusions. One of the points for whicb Azarai 
takes Goldziher and Schacht to task is the substantial inferences they 
make without any conclusive evidence. GoIdziher, for example, had 
concluded that the Umayyad state had sponsored hadith forgery based 
on the fact that certain hadiths seemed to support Umayyad interests 
and that certain transmitters were linked to the coun. Certainly, Azami 
acknowledges that the Umayyads fought groups like the Shiites. 
But he contends that there is no evidence of an oARcial or unoflficial 
Umayyad directive to fabricate hadiths for the cause of the state (here 
we should note that the historian al-Mada’inI did adduce evidence for 
this; see Chapter 3). 78 

One of Azami’s principal objections to Schacht is his reliance 
on a small number of sources to reach broad generalizations. Azami 
begins his discussion by pointing out how few sources Schacht had 
relied on and drawing attention to the numerous early Arabic manu- 
scripts that had been discovered since his time. Westem scholars of 
badiths, he states, should update their data instead of parroting Schacht 



220 Hadiih 


uncriticaily/' 1 .\zami states that Schacht based his conclusions on the 
Muwarta of Milik and the Umm of al-Shari*!, but he ‘imposed the 
results of his study on the entire hadlth literature.’ 80 Moreover, one 
of the isnads that Schacht relies on for his evndence that isndds grew 
backwards in Maiik’s case was an instance in which later Muslim 
hadith critics believed Malik had made a mistake. Schacht thus took 
an error on Malik’s part as an example of the rule instead of an excep- 
tion to it. 81 

Azami also accuses Schacht of hmdamentally misunderstanding 
the realities of eariy Islamic legal scholarship. 82 Schacht’s arguraent 
e silentio , where a scholar failing to mention a hadith or a complete 
isnad meant thai the hadith or that complete isndd must not have 
existed at that tune, is flawed. A legal expert Azami argues, 

often answered questions without documentmg the evidence he had 
used in arriving at his conchision or without providing a full isnad 
for his hadiths. Azami provides an example finom al-Shafi‘T’s famous 
Risala, where al-Shafi‘I provides an mcomplete isnad for a hadith 
but excuses himself because he did not have with him the book that 
inchided his more complete isndd for that hadith. 83 

Finaily, Azami devotes a large portion of his books to attempting 
to prove that Muslims had begun writing down hadiths and even using 
the isnaddasus% the time of the Prophet and his Companions. Here, he 
relies on survivmg sources from the eighth and ninth centuries which 
mention earlier written sources. He does this in order to disprove 
Schacht’s claim that Prophetic hadiths only appeared as isnads grew 
backwards, a claim Schacht based in part on a Lack of books surviv- 
ing from the ftrst two centuries of Islam that could serve as evidence 
thal Muslims had recorded hadiThs during that time. 84 Of course, here 
Azami relies on Muslims’ testimony about their own thoroughness in 
hadith collection - a biased source that some Orientalists would not 
believe to begin with. 


THE REVISIONIST APPROACH AND THE CATEGORICAL 
REJECTTON OF THE MUSLIM NARRATIVE 

Onentalists such as Goldziher, Schacht, and Juynboll had ques- 
tioned the authenticity of indivtdual hadiths and established a 
skeptical outlook towards hadith literature as a genre, but they did not 
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doubt the overall narrative of the Prophet’s life and Islamic origins. 
Muhanimad was still assumed to have been a merchant firom Mecca 
who had preached the monotheisiic ‘religion of Abraham’ to his peers 
in Mecca before fleeing the city to establish a new Muslim commu- 
nity in Medina. Orientalists never questioned that he had claimed 
to receive revelations in the form of the Quran and had engaged in 
known conflicts with his enemies with the help of his famous cadre 
ofCompanions. 

From 1977 to 1979, however, a series ofstudies demanded that 
the Historical Critical Method be applied fully and consistendy to 
early Islamic history. If historians were supposed to adopt a skepti- 
cal attitude towards obviously biased sources and attempt to rely on 
the earliest, best documented evidence possible, why had Westem 
historians believed the grand Muslim narrative of lslam’s origins at 
all? Afler all, the history of the Prophet’s life, message, and commu- 
nity was told solely by Muslims, and there were no surviving textual 
sources from before the mid 700s, a full century after the Prophet’s 
death. This would have provided ample time for Muslim scholars and 
bistorians - certainly not impartial in their activities - to construct 
whatever legacy they wanted for their ‘Prophet’ from scratch. This 
Revisionist criticism of the Orientalists applied equaUy to scholars 
like Azami who had objected to their critiques, for Azami had also 
relied on sources written down long after the first generations of lslam 
to reconstruct the early collection of hadiths. 

Two scholars, Patricia Crone and Michael Cook, proposed rewrit- 
ing early Islamic history using the earliest written sources on Islam, 
which had the added benefit of not being written by Muslims. On the 
basis of a set of surviving Christian religious writings dating from as 
early as 634 CE, Crone’s and Cook’s book Hagarism (1977) proposed 
that Islam had actually been a late version of apocalyptical Judaism in 
which the Arabs of the Hejaz had rediscovered their Abrahamic roots 
and sought to retake the Holy Land of Palestine. Clearly, this was a 
very different history than the detailed account of Muhammad’s life 
and teachings given in the hadith literature! 

The novel contribution of the Revisionist approach was not the 
mechanics of criticizing the hadith tradition, but the scale of skep- 
ticism. Crone, for example, espouses Schacht’s and Juynboll’s the- 
ory about the backgrowth of isnads and the conclusion that hadiths 
cannot really tell us anything about Islara before the year c. 100/720. 
Crone seconds the Orientalist critique that hadiths transmitted by 
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In her work on the origins of Islamic law, Roman, Provincial and 
Islamic Law (1987), Crone’s severe doubt about the reliability of the 
Islamic historical tradition leads her to a new degree of skepticism 
towards the hadith corpus as a whole. ‘[I]n the field of substantive 
law/ she argues, ‘traditions attributed to the Prophet must indeed be 
presumed to be inauthentic.' 86 As an example, she takes one hadith 
that ‘practically all' Orientalists had considered authentic: the famous 
‘Constitution’ of Medina, the agreement between Muhammad and 
the Jews of Medina in which all parties agreed to be part of one 
‘community ( umma)\ (Orientalists regarded this as authentic in part 
because it seems to contradict the orthodox lslamic notion that non- 
Muslims could not join Muslims in their religious polity, an example 
of the Principle of Dissimilarity at work.) Concerning the legal issue 
of patronage (wala *), early scholars like Ibn Jurayj (d. 150/767) and 
Ma‘mar b. Rashid (d. 153/770) had forbidden its sale or transfer, but 
they narrated no Prophetic hadiths to that effect. Based on Schacht’s 
and Juynboll 's argument e silentio , that would mean that no hadiths on 
that topic existed at their time. In the ‘Constitution’ of Medina found 
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in the Slra of Ibn lshaq (d. 150/767), however, we find a statement 
by the Prophet banning the transfer of wala '. This hadith musl have 
therefore been altered to meet this legal agenda sometime around the 
770sCE. 8, 

If even a report that Orientalists had felt confident about was not 
historically reliable. then what hadith could have escaped the ingenu- 
ous designs of early Muslim scholars? ‘The chance of authentic 
material surviving at their hands is exceedingly small,’ Crone con- 
tends. ‘Indeed, in purely statistical terms it is minute.’ She reminds 
her readers of Tigures Juynboll had collected about the growth of the 
numbers of hadiths supposedly narrated by Ibn ‘Abbas. If there had 
been this massive increase, how do we know which ones Ibn ‘Abbas 
really transmitted? ‘Under such circumstances it is scarcely justiGed 
to presume badlth to be authentic until the contrary has been proven. ’ 
Since this is very difficult indeed, ‘then the presumption must be that 
no hadlth is authentic.’ 88 

Crone ( Meccan Trade andthe Rise of Islam , 1987), and the British 
scholars John Wansbrough ( Quranic Studies , 1977) and John Burton 
(Introduction to Hadith , 1994) also stressed the exegetical origins of 
hadiths. In other words, hadiths were oflen created by Muslim schol- 
ars to help them explain the meaning of the Quran. Early Muslims 
disagreed on the meanings of many Quranic verses, so the hadiths 
produced to explain its meaning differed too. 89 

AJthough Revisionists generally built on the conclusions of the 
Orientalists, Michael Cook argues that even a k.ey concession they 
had made - that a Common Link was a historically reliable moment 
in transmission - was wrong. Cook offers a novel argument as to 
how Muslim hadith transmitlers were able to multiply the number 
of narrations of a hadith and, in essence, fabricate a Common Link. 
Juynboll had noted how tadlis allowed disingenuous forgers to attri- 
bute a hadith to an earlier scholar by falsely inserting his name in the 
isnad. Cook saw an even more prominent role for tadlls. In a tradi- 
tional society, Cook explains, ‘the relevant issue is not originality, but 
authority: sharp practice consists in falsely ascribing ray view to a 
greater authority than myselT’ 90 

Tadlls was the means by which a hadith transmitter accomplished 
this. As shown in Figure 8.2, if C2 hears a hadith from his contem- 
porary C1, who had heard it from his teacher B1 from A, and so on 
frora the Prophet, C2 does not want to appear to be deriving religious 
knowledge from a peer. He therefore attributes it to the generation 
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of his teachers, citing the hadith from his instructor B2 and extend- 
ing the isrtad back to A, et cetera . lf history preserves both C1 's and 
C2‘s isndds. then it seems as though two chains of transmission eman- 
ated from A, when in realiry there was only one. This accounts for 
the fraudulent spread of isnads. By asserting that the mams of certain 
eschatological hadiths clearly emerged later than the Common Link in 
their isndds. Cook argued that dating by Common Links was naive. 91 


THE WESTERN REVALUATION 

The hmdamental doubts that Revisionist scholarship raised about 
eariy Istamic history prompted an unprecedented defense of the trad- 
itional narranve of hadiths and Islamic origins on the part of certain 
Western scholars. In a sense, regardless of the specific criticisms 
Westem scholars might have launched at individual hadiths, they had 
heavily invested in the basic outline of Islamic history provided by 
Muslim historians and hadith scholars. To defend the overall integrity 
of the hadith tradition was to defend the vision of early Isiamic history 
on which generarions of Westem scholars had relied. 

What we are calling here ‘Revaluation’ scholars have challenged 
two main aspects of Orientalist and Revisionist criricisms of hadiths. 
Ftrst, they have aigued that many of the basic assumptions raade by 
these two groups are inherently inaccurate. Second, Revaluation 
scholars have demonstrated that earlier Westem criticisms did not 
take into account the massive breadth and complexity of the Islamic 
hadith tradirion. When hadiths are looked at from this more humble 
perspecrive, many of the aiguments advanced by Orientalists and 
Revisionists lose their efficacy. 

This does not raean that Revaluarion scholars have accepted the 
Sunni vision of hadiths and their authenticity outright While reject- 
ing the Revisionist arguments, Fred Donner and others have espoused 
a theory that unril the time of the Umayyad caliph ‘Abd al-Malik 
(d. 86/705), Islam as a religious ideology was very pluralistic and 
allowed both Christians and Jews to follow Muhammad’s teachings 
without abandoning their own religions.’ 2 Nonetheless, the tone of 
Revaluarion scbolars is less combative than earlier generations. They 
^)eak more of ‘daring* wben we can be sure a hadith was in circula- 
tion than deeming it forged and identifying who forged it. 
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The most basic objection to the Revisionist recasting ofthe whole 
Muslim narrative of early Islamic history is that it simply asks us to 
believe too much. We might find it difficult to believe that Muslims 
could avoid all the pitfalls of historical manipulation, propagandiz- 
ing, and error in their collection of hadiths, but it seems even harder 
to believe that a schotarly community stretching from Spain to 
Central Asia and plagued by intense intemecine conflicts could have 
orchestrated such a colossal historical conspiracy in a time of pre- 
modem communication. As Fred Donner states in his rebuttal of the 
Revisionists, it is inconceivab!e that the divided and decentralized 
early Muslim community could somehow orchestrate a ‘compre- 
hensive redaction ofthe [Islamic] tradition as a whole into a unified 
form’ 93 without leaving ample historical evidence. Similarly, Harald 
Motzki notes that the forgery of hadiths on the massive scale sug- 
gested by Orientalists and Revisionists would have been prevented 
by the communal oversight of hadith scholars. 94 

Some scholars have revaluated the standing assumptions that 
Orientalists and Revisionist$ had made about the overall authenticity 
of hadiths. Crone had stressed what Goldziher, Schacht, and Juynboll 
had implied: no hadith could be assumed to be the authentic words of 
Muhammad. This point is contested most overtly by David Powers, 
who is also an early pioneer of what can be termed the ‘large-scale’ 
identiTication of Common Links, or the notion that when one collects 
all the available transmissions of a hadith, its Common Link is much 
earlier than those supposed by Schacht and Juynboll. 

In an article about wills and bequests in early Islamic law, Powers 
challenged Crone’s and Cook’s dismissal of a famous hadith in which 
the Prophet tells the Companion Sa‘d b. AbT Waqqas that he may only 
specify one third of his wealth for his daughter (the rest is automatic- 
ally divided by existing Islamic inheritance law). Powers argues that 
examining the isncids and matn of the hadith suggests that it did in fact 
originate with Sa‘d b. AbT Waqqas. In light of her error in evaluating 
the hadith, Powers concludes that Crone’s statement that Prophetic 
hadiths should be assumed to be inauthentic ‘hardly inspires much 
confidence.’ Quite the opposite, Powers asserts that the burden of 
proof ‘lies on those who would deny the authenticity of reports 
attributed to the PropheL’ 93 The default assumption is that a hadith is 
actually authentic. 

Power's argument for dating this hadith at the very latest during 
the time of the Companions rested on an examination of all the extant 
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transmissions ot' the report - something that Crone had neglected. 
He admits that trying to authenticate an isnad and tlnd a Common 
Link is delving into the ‘realm of conjecture and speculation,’ but he 
argues that it seems very unlikely that the Sa‘d b. Abl Waqqas trad- 
ition is tbrged. He collects all the narrations of the tradition, which 
emanate fforn slx different individuals who all converge on Sa‘d as 
the Common Link. Powers states that it is: 

erther strange or a remarkable coincidence that half a dozen 
Successors, living tn different cides of the Utna>yad empire and pre- 
sumably working independently of one another, adopted the same 
story to illustrate the origins of the one-third rcstriction, tracing it 
back to the Prophet by means of fabricated isnads , all of which con- 
verge oo one and the same Companion. Q6 

The ‘large-scale’ analysis of transmission and fundamental question- 
ing of Orientalist and Revisionist assumptions has continued in force 
in the scholarshrp of the German Harald Motzlri. In a sense, Motzki 
is tbe first Western scholar to treat hadiths with the same ‘respect’ 
as Muslim hadith masters did. Like figures such as Ibn Hajar al- 
‘Asqaiim, his judgments about hadiths depend on collecting all the 
available narrations of the report, not just the ones easily accessible in 
well-known collections. 

Motzki’s work proffers three main criticisms of previous Westem 
hadith scholarship. First, he argues that the argument e silentio relied 
npon by Schacht, Juynboll, and Crone is invalid. Second, he demon- 
strates that Common Links are much earlier than previousIy thought, 
dating some to the time of the Companions in the second half of the 
seventh century. Finally, Motzki argues that, rather than being con- 
summate forgers of hadiths, major hadith transmitters such as al- 
Zuhri and Ibn Jurayj were in general reliably passing on reports from 
the previous generation. 

Orientalists and Revisionists had relied on the premise that an 
eariy scholar’s tailure to employ a Prophetic hadith, or the best pos- 
sible version of that hadith, in a debate in which it would have been 
pertrnent proves that this Prophetic hadith did not exist at that time or 
in that Aorm. 97 Motzki argues that this assumption is both unreason- 
able and inaccurate. A scholar could decide not to mention a hadith 
because he did not feel that it actually addressed the issue at hand. 
Especially in the time of early legal synthesists like Abu Hanlfa and 
Maiik, hadiths were still distributed regionally. We already saw the 
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example of Malik’s Egyptian student informing him of a reliable 
hadith about washing one’s feet that Malik. who never left the Hejaz, 
had never heard. 

As for the assumption that if a hadith was transmitted via only 
one isndd in the early period then it raust have been forged, Motzki 
argues that we should not expect to find numerous isnads from fig- 
ures like the Successors back to the Prophet. Isnads, after all, only 
came into use during the Successors’ generation in the late 600s/early 
700s. Even for those early hadith transmitters and legal scholars who 
provided isndds to the Prophet at that time, il was only necessary to 
provide one isnad for a hadith, not a bundle as became common in the 
second half of the 700s and the 800s. 

As for JuynbolTs argument that Muslims obsessively transmitted 
hadiths, with hundreds of students attending their teachers’ dictation 
sessions, common sense tells us that there are many reasons why his- 
tory preserved one person’s transmission from that teacher instead of 
those of many studenls. Just as only a small percentage of a teacher’s 
students go on to become teachers themselves, so it is not inconceiv- 
able that only one of a hadith transmitter’s students would go on to 
become a transmitter as well. Juynboll had argued that only the trans- 
mission of one to many can be considered a historically documented 
‘moment’ in the life ofa hadith. But, Motzki counters, ifweonly con- 
sider transmission frora one person to a number of people historic- 
ally reliable, then why do we have only a few hadith collections or 
Partial Common Links (Common Links that form in the transmission 
of a hadith after the Common Link, see Figure 8.1)? lf we have estab- 
lished that the hadith came into existence with the Common Link, 
and that any hadith that actually existed must have been transmitted 
by all those who heard it from a teacher, then ailer the Common Links 
we should find thousands of chains of transmission in the fourth and 
fifth generations. The fact that we find so few Partial Common Links 
strongly suggests that Common Links and Partial Common Links 
were the exception rather than the rule in the transmission of hadiths. 
Their absence thus cannot be construed as proof for a hadith not exist- 
ing at that time. 

One of Motzki’s central criticisms of Schacht’s and JuynbolLs 
work is the small number of sources from which they drew hadiths 
in determining the Common Link. In collecting transmissions of a 
hadith to locate a Common Link, forexample, Juynboll relied princi- 
pally on the Tuhfat al-ashrdf of Jamal al-DTn al-MizzT (d. 742/1341), 
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a work thai collects together all the chains of transmission for a hadith 
but is limited to the traditions and transmissions found in the Six 
Books (and a few other smail books). Motzki draws on a much larger 
and more diverse body of sources including early ones, such as the 
Musarma/ of‘Abd al-Razzaq aI-San‘anJ (d. 211/826), and later ones, 
such as al-BayhaqI's (d. 458/1066) Dald 'il al-nubuwwa. By consult- 
ing a much wider range of sources than these earlier scholars, Motzki 
demonstraies that the Common Links for the hadiths he analyzes 
actually belong to the time of the Companions in the second half of 
seventh centuiy. 

Motzki lays out his rebuttal of Schacht’s and JuynbolLs Common- 
Link-as-forger argument most clearly in an article devoted to study- 
ing the Hariithg related to the Prophet s order that a prominent Jewish 
leader in Khaybar, Ibn Abl Huqayq, be assassinated. By gathering 
together a tremendous array of chains of transmission (rora a wide 
variety of sources, Motzki demonstrates that this hadith has not one 
Common Link but several who were working independently and thus 
must have relied on some earlier common source. In the case of the 
killing of Ibn Abl Huqayq, Motzki concludes that the common link 
transmitters of hadiths relating to the event probably received their 
reports no later than the last third of the seventh century. 98 The hadith 
was circulating during the time of the Companions. 

Motzkj’s iaige-scale’ analysis of hadith transmission is based 
on a method of analyzmg the isndd and matn together (termed isnad 
cum matn analysis). He explains that this process relies on three 
premises: 

1 Variants of a tradition are (at least partially) the result of a process 
of transmission. 

2 The isndds ofthe variants reflect (at least partially) the actual path 
of transmission. 

3 If variant texts ( matns ) of a tradition eraanating from the same 
common link are in fact similar enough, then it seems to be an 
authentic moment of transmission. If they are not similar, this is 
the result of either carelessness or intentional manipulation of the 
material." 

In order to determine whether the basic information found in the text 
of the hadith originated from before a Common Link, you must see if 
different Common Links all have the same basic matn. This requires 
a two-step process: 1) analyang the elements of the diflferent matn 
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variants from all the chains of transmission emanating from one 
Common Link; 2) comparing the conclusions about the common 
material from that Common Link to the matn elements of other 
Common L i nks. 100 One must then ask w hether the di ITerences between 
tlie versions of the matn from the two Common Links are signiHcant 
enough to preclude the possibility that one copied from the other and 
then provided his hadith with a dilTerent isnad. i0 ' If two variants of 
the same text from two separate Common Links are too disparate to 
be dependent on each other, then they must stem from an earlier com- 
mon source. In order to verily this conclusion, one raust deterraine 
whether variants on the common matn correlate with the chains of 
transmission. In other words, do the variants of the common story 
(matn) match the isndd tree? 102 

We can demonstrate this melhod of isnad cum matn analysis with 
a famous hadith stating that God descends at some point m the night 
to answer prayers (see Figure 8.3). Strictly speaking, isnadcum matn 
analysis must take into consideration all the extant transmissions of a 
hadith. Since that would be far too time-consuming for our purposes, 
we will only focus on those narrations that yield the sort of beneftt 
associated with this type of analysis. In particular, we will look at two 
narrations of the hadith, one from Abu Hurayra and one from another 
Companion, Abu Sa l Td al-Khudri. 

We fmd the narration of Abu Huiayra recorded earliest in the 
Muwatta' of Malik, which means that we know that the hadith was in 
existence at the very latest during the raid eighth century when Maiik 
was writing. Malik’s fellow student of al-Zuhri, Mamar b. Rashid, 
had this transmission as well as the other version from Abu Sa‘!d al- 
Khudr!. Examining, the two matns , we find that they contain the same 
general tradition but also fearure noticeable differences. Matn 1, for 
example, states that God descends in the last third of the night, while 
Matn 2 says He descends alter the first third. Matn 2 also includes the 
unique wording ‘God bides His time/ Since we know the tradition 
existed with Ma‘mar, but the dilTerences between his two versions 
of the hadith preclude him having copied one from the other, he must 
have obtained the Abu Sa‘!d version from an earlier source other than 
aI-Zuhri. If al-Zuhr!’s source and Ma‘mar’s second source (presum- 
ably Abu Ishaq al-Sabf!) both had two different versions of the same 
general hadith, they must have received them from a common source, 
especially as Abu Ishaq was from Kufa and al-Zuhri from the Hejaz. 
Since al-Zuhri and Abu Ishaq, both Successors, died in 742-3 CE and 
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744-6 CE respectively, their common source must have lived in the 
late seventh century, which demonstrates that the hadith was in exis- 
tence during the time of the later Compamons. 

One of the key sources that Motdri uses in his investigation is 
the Miaarmqf of ‘Abd al-Razzaq al-San l anI (d. 211/826). In a series 
of articles in the eariy I990s, Motzki used the Musannaf to prove 
that Schacht’s conctusions about the reliability of legal hadiths were 
tainted by tbe narrow range of sources he consulted and a hypoth- 
esis-dnven analysis by which Schacht judged the provenance of early 
legal materiai based on flawed assumptions about the nature of early 
Islamic legal scbolarship. 

In one artkle, Motzki takes up the material that ‘Abd al-Razzaq 
inchtded in his Musarmaf through the well-known isnad of Ibn Jurayj 
(d. 150/767) 4- ihe famous Meccan Successor ‘At3’ b. AbT Rabah (d. 
114/732). Motzki argues that both ‘Abd al-Razz5q’s and Ibn Jurayj’s 
materiaJ and their manner of presenting it exhibits two startling char- 
acteristics that dispel the likelihood that they forged or intentionally 
ansrepresented reports they transmitted. First, the characteristics of 
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iransmissions via the Lsnad are entirely consistent both in their forra 
and content. Thus, both ‘Abd al-Razzaq and his source rbn Jurayj 
always uses the term ‘I heard it from ( samttu )...’ for sorae oftheir 
sources, while they use ‘on the authority of {'an)' consistently for 
others. If either of these authorities were ‘back projecting’ their own 
legal views on to earlier authorities, Motzki argues, it is improbable 
that they could have maintained such formal consistency in their 
Ibrgery. 103 Second, 'Abd al-Razzaq admits to not knowing the exact 
origins of the some of the hadiths in his collection, and Ibn Jurayj 
often admits lo not understanding either the meaning or the word- 
ings of the reports he transmits. ,M Moreover, in his narrations from 
‘Ata’ b. Abl Rabah, Ibn Jurayj sometimes posed questions directly to 
this scholar and sometimes heard his opinions second or even third 
hand. Including less direct transmissions when he could have easily 
claimed to have heard ‘Ata’ first hand suggests that Ibn Jurayj was 
forthcoming about such transmissions. 105 

Based on this evidence, Motzki argues that ‘Abd aI-Razzaq and 
rbn Jurayj both faithfully transmitted the material they receivecL Since 
there is thus little Likelihood that the hadiths narrated by Ibn Jurayj 
from Ata’ b. Abl Rabah were forged, they can be seen as authentic rep- 
resentations of Muslim Iegal scholarship in Mecca in the Iate seventh 
and early eighth centuries. 106 

In another 1991 article, Motzki continues to use the Musanna/ 
of ‘Abd aI-Razzaq as a tool to correct Schacht’s conclusions about 
early Islamic legal hadiths, in particular legal material ascribed to the 
famous aI-Zuhri. Motzki compares the legal hadiths namated by al- 
Zuhrl’s students Ma‘mar b. Rashid and rbn Jurayj from their teacher 
with material found in the book of another of al-Zuhri’s students, 
Malik. By proving that both the hadiths from Ma‘mar/Ibn Jurayj and 
Malik came from a common source, presumably al-Zuhri, Motzki 
suggests that material attributed to al-Zuhri actually came from him. 
Especially in the case of Ma‘mar and Ibn Jurayj, their narrations bear 
no signs of intended forgery. These scholars drew on very diverse 
sources, and they readily transmitted hadiths or scholarly opinions 
that disagreed with their own stances. If they were using these trans- 
missions only as a means to promote their own legal agenda, why 
would they transmit reports that disagreed with them? 

Motzki devotes special attention to a bizarre report that al-Zuhri 
attributes to one of the Prophet’s Companions who aliowed grown 
men to become related to women by breast-feeding frora them. By 
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establishing the tnmsmission from al-Zuhri and then showing that the 
maierial that al-Zuhri reported was in itself compiled from several 
sources, Motzki argues that the Common Link for this report is in fact 
the Compamon who supposedly said it in the second half of the sev- 
enth century. That al-Zuhri personaily disagreed with the Companion 
ruling he transmits (he did not approve of the practice of grown men 
suckiing) testiries to his integrity as a transmitter 107 


CONCLUSION: QUESTIONS ABOUT ASSUMPTIONS 

Motzki raises some other interesting questions about the assumptions 
marie by Schacht and JuynbolL assumptions thaL 1 thmk, we can trace 
back to the Historical Crirical Method itself. Extreme skeprics of the 
hadith tradirion are morivated by the historical-critical approach of 
the Westem tradition, which asks whether we should believe what 
historical sources tell us. However, somerimes doubting these sources 
obliges us to believe things more fantastical than simply accepting 
rha .1 the source might be authentic. Juynboll assumes that all ‘div- 
ing' chains of transmission, all corroborating chains, and in fact any 
chain of transmission that does not emanate from a Common Link 
are forged (see Figure 8.1). But why? In the example of the hadith of 
God’s descent at night, the only Common Link is the Companion Abu 
Hurayra. There are seven other chains of transmission through other 
Companions (not listed in Figure 8.3); are we to suppose that ail these 
other chains coming from the Prophet, via different Companions, all 
with slight variations in the matn that are dispersed with total con- 
sistency among these different chains, are all fabricated? AJl this in 
a period of a bundred and fifty years (about the rime that the earliest 
surviving wntten source for this hadith, the Muwatta ’, was produced) 
whhin a circle of scholars who exerted a great deal of effort to prevent 
matenal from being forged wholesale aboul the Prophet? It seems 
more likely that the Prophet actually said that God descends at night 
to answer men’s prayers. As Motzki points out, there is a certain a 
priori doubt about the reliability of the Muslim hadith tradition that 
may be totally groundiess. 

Westem historians are of course totally right to point out the 
suspicious anachronism in a hadith in which the Prophet says, 
‘If yoo see Mu‘flwiya on my pulplt, kill him,’ or the even more 
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outrageous hadith of ‘There will be in ray comrounity a man 
oamed IMuhammad b. IdrTs jal-ShaniJ, and the strlfe hc brlngs 
wlll be worse than Satan . 1 But prominent Muslim hadith crit- 
ics like Ibn ‘Adl, al-JuzajanI, and al-Dhahabl also considered the 
hadith about Mu‘awiya to be unreliable or fabricated outright. and 
the hadith condemning al-Shafi‘T was used by Muslim scholars as a 
textbook example of forgery. 108 

Westem critics from Goldziher onwards rebuked Muslim hadith 
scholars for not taking the contents of a hadith into consideration 
when analyzing its authenticity. Bui as we have seen, Muslim crit- 
ics like al-Bukhan did in fact use the contents of hadiths to prove 
that they were unreliable, although their degree of skepticism never 
approached that of the HCM. 

Certainly, Muslim hadith critics dilTer from modem Westem 
criticism in that they believe that the Prophet could know the fiiture, 
but perhaps Westem scholars could benerit from their cautious 
approach. Westem reasoning for why the hadith about visiting the 
three mosques must be forged rested on the fact that it seemed to 
promote an Umayyad agenda and that al-Zuhri, who was associated 
with the Umayyad court, is in the isnad. [V> But there are other early 
isnads for this hadith that do not have aI-Zuhri in them. 110 Should we 
reconsider our conclusion or assume, quite without reason, that these 
other isnads were forged as well? The Al-Aqsa Mosque is mentioned 
in the Quran, so is it so inconceivable that the Prophet would order his 
followers to pay special attention to it along with the Haram Mosque 
in Mecca and his mosque in Medina? 

There is a certain ‘chicken and the egg’ logic to the Westera 
approach to the reliability of hadiths. Goldziher and others have reg- 
ularly criticized the hadith, considered sahih by Muslims, ‘When 
you see the black banners approaching from Khurasan, go to 
them, for indeed the Messiah ( mahdt ) Is among tbem,’ which they 
consider to be a product of Abbasid revolutionary propaganda (the 
Abbasids both had black banners and emerged from Khurasan). 111 
But we must accept the fact that Muhammad, prophet or not, raight 
actually have acted like a prophet and prophesied occasionally. 
Did the Abbasids forge this hadith about the black banners and the 
Mahdi y or did they take advantage of an existing hadith and simply 
tailor their banners to flt the messianic image that the Prophet had 
actually described? 

Looking outside the Islamic tradition, the Old Testament Book 
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of Zechariah reads. 'Rejoice greatly, O Daughter of Zion! Shout, 
Daughter of ierusakm! See, your Iting comes to you, righieous and 
having sah aoon, gentk and riding on a donkey, on a coli, the foal of a 
donkey' (Zechanah 9:9). Does the fact that the Gospels describe Jesus 
emenng Jerusalem on a cott or donkey (Mark 11:1 -11: Matthew 21:1 - 
4) mean that Chnsdans made up this part of tbe Book of Zechanah 
to boister the case for Jesus being a messianic rigure (we know this 
is not true since the Book of Zechariah predates Christianity)? Or 
did Jesus really enter Jerusalem (not unlikely) riding the transport of 
his day - a donkey (not unlikely) - an event that the Gospel writers 
then described m the language of Old Testament scripture to show 
how Jesus' life was part of Old Testament prophesy being fulfilled? 
Similarly. some of the apparent anachronisms found in hadiths may 
simpiy be Mnsiims scriptmaiizmg their own actions and history to 
dovetaiI with statements made by Muhammad. 

Both Muslim and non-Muslim scholars of hadiths have agreed that 
there are many forged hadiths. in my opinion, explaming how this 
came about involves undeistanding the choices made by the Sunni 
scholariy tradmon more than it does doubting the systematic efifec- 
trveness of their method of hadith crincism. In theory as well as prac- 
nce, the Three-Tiered system of demanding a source, investigating its 
reliabiiity and seeking out corroborating evidence is an effective way 
of determining the anthenticity of a reporL Modern reporters, after 
aii, employ a simiiar method. Juynboll and Cook cited the practice of 
tadlis as the Loophoie by which hadiths were attributed to major trans- 
mitters or equipped with additional isndds. JuynboU states that tadlis 
‘was hardly ever detected. 112 But Musiim hadith scholars from the 
nhd eighth century onward were obsessive about identifying which 
ttausmitters lapsed into tadtis and when. Shu‘ba (d. 160/776) said 
that 'tadtis is the brother of lying’ and studied the transmissions of 
his teacher Qatada b. Di‘ama closely to know when he had heard a 
hadith directly from the person he was citing and when it was unclear 
tf there was an unspecified intermediary. Yahya b. SaTd al-Qattan (d. 
198/813) made sure to identiiy tadlis even when it was done by as 
revered a figure as Sufyan al-Thawri. Later, master critics like ‘AU 
b. al-MadinJ (d. 234/849), al-Husayn al-KariblsI (d. 245/859), and 
others wrote nmhiYolume books identifying the name s of those who 
comaritted tadlis and the degree of their laxity. 113 

JuynboU states that the critical method of Musiim hadith scholars 
did not take mto account the possibility that isnads were Eabricated 
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wholesale. But the intensive focus on finding corroboration in order 
to evaluate a transmitter was aimed at isolaiing those individuals who 
cited isnach not backed up by other students of the same teacher. If a 
transmitter was makmg up isnads wholesale, he would be identihed 
as someone who ‘is not corroborated ( la yuiaba'u 'alayhiT or nar- 
rates ‘unacceptable ( munkar )’ hadiths. As we discussed in Chapter 2, 
the number ol hadiths transmitted by Ibn ‘Abb§s appears to increase 
incredulously only when we forget to distmguish between the rela- 
tively small number that Ibn ‘Abbas actually heard frora the Prophel 
and those in which he said ‘the Prophet said ...’ Ieaving out theolder 
Companion who had actually told him the hadith. 

Clearly, Muslim scholars’ rulings on the reliability of individ- 
ual hadiths cannot be accepted without carehil examinalion. But, 
as Motzki and others have shown, the classical Islamic method of 
hltering out forged hadiths was much more e£Fective than earlier 
scholars like Goldziher and Juynboll have beheved. However, Sunni 
scholars only chose to apply their critical methods some of the time. 
Masters of early Sunni hadith criticism such as Sutyan al-Thawri, 
Ibn al-Mubarak, Ibn Hanbal, Ibn Maln, and Ibn AbT Hatim aJ-RazI 
all stressed that they dealt stringently with the isnads of hadiths deal- 
ing with law and dogma but were lax with maieriai conceming his- 
tory (maghdzT), the virtues of people or acls ifadd ’ il ), pious preaching 
(wa‘z), the end of days ( malahim ), good manners, and the meaning of 
Quranic terms ( tafslr ). As Abbott stated, this material easily passed 
through the hadith scholars’ critical Hlters. These were the doors thai 
Sunni scholars left open for forged material. 

For example, in the chapter of al-TirmidhI’s Jami that deals with 
inheritance law (fara 'id ), the author notes that only seven percent of 
the hadiths he lists have limited corroboration (gharib ). In his chap- 
ter on manners and proper behavior ( birr wa sila ), al-Tirmidhl notes 
that thirty-five percent of his hadiths have limited corroboration. If 
corroboration was the keystone of Muslim hadith criticism, then al- 
TirmidhT certainly dropped his critical guard in the second chapter 
in comparison with the first. It is unfortunate that many of the areas 
that Westem scholars consider the most important subjects of study 
- political history, apocalyptic visions, and Quranic exegesis - were 
simply not the priorities of Sunni hadith scholars. It is possible that it 
was prioritization of law over other areas that led to the inclusion of 
large numbers of unreliable hadiths in Sunni collections, not the fail- 
ings of Sunni hadith-critical methods. 
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SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER READING 

A great deaJ has been written about the Authenticity Question. 
Students interested in further reading would be best served by con- 
sulting the scholarly works cited in this chapter and its notes as the 
next step in examining the topic. In particuiar, Harald Motzki’s 
digests of the various Westem approaches to dating and evaluating 
hadiths in his articie, ‘Dating Muslim Traditions: a Survey,’ Arabica 
52, no. 2 (2005): 204-253, and his introduction to the edited volume 
on hadiths [tjladith: Origins and Development, ed. Harald Motzki 
(Aldershot: Variorum, 2004), xiii-liii], are extremely useful surveys. 
The tjadith: Origins and Development volume also includes influ- 
ential pieces on the Authenticity Question from a number of scholars 
oot mentioned in this chapter and translated from their original lan- 
guages into English. Although it is slightly dated, the Guide to Sira 
and Hadith Literature in Westem Languages , ed. Munawar Anees 
and Alia N. Athar (London: Mansell Publishing, 1986) is also useful. 
Myron Gilmore’s Humanists andJurists (Cambridge: Belknap Press, 
1963), Edgar Krentz’s The Historical CriricaJ Method (Philadelphia: 
Foitress Press, 1975), Anthony Grafton’s Forgers and Critics 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1990), and Emst Troeltsch’s 
essay ‘Historical and Dogmatic Method in Theology’ in Religion 
in History , trans. James A. Luther and Walter Bense (Minneapolis: 
Fortress Press, 1991) are veiy useful introductions to the Historical 
Critical Method. 
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DEBATES OVER PROPHETIC TRADITIONS 
IN THE MODERN MUSLIM WORLD 


INTRODUCTION: SETTING THE STAGE FOR 
MODERNITY AND ISLAM 

In the eighteenth cenlury, a network of interrelated economic, tech- 
nological, social, and political changes began sweeping the world, 
beginning in England and Westem Europe. CoIlectiveIy known 
by scholars as Modemity, these forces ushered in a new phase of 
human history and raised inexorable questions about the nature 
of religion and its place in life. The challenges of Modemity have 
proven especially daunting for those peoples among whom it had 
not developed gradually before it was imposed through European 
colonization. 

Perhaps nowhere has it been felt more sharply than among Musl ims. 
Since their confrontation with the Modem West, Muslims have faced 
one daunting question: if Islam is God’s true religion, and Muslims 
God’s chosen community, why are they so powerless and subordinate 
before the Modem West? In attempts to answer and redress this ques- 
tion, Muslim discourse in the modem period has found discussing the 
role of hadiths in Islam unavoidable. 

The stage for modem Muslim thought was set by two main forces: 
Westem colonialism and indigenous Islamic movements of revival 
and reform. European arms quickly proved vastly superior to Muslim 
armies. The British East India Company had become the defacto gov- 
erament of several provinces of the Muslim Mughal Empire in India 
by 1764. In 1798 Napoleon occupied Egypt, and in 1882 the country 
was formaily brought under British control. 
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More alarming for Muslim scholars, however, was the seeming 
superiority of European ideas to Islamic tradilion. European scien- 
tists bent to their will technologies undreamt of in Muslim lands, and 
European society hinctioned with undeniably impressive organiza- 
tion. The rationalism and historicism of the European Enlightenment 
accompanied colonial administrations, and European Orientalists 
soon began tuming their cnticai gaze on the Islamic religious trad- 
ition. Some Muslims immediately mistrusted Orientalism and soughl 
to rebut it. Others were convinced by elements of European thought 
and swayed by Westem scholars of Islam. Many Muslims were con- 
fused over what elements of Modemity they should embrace and 
what this entailed for their faith. Whether accepted or rejected, how- 
ever, European thought and the civilization it represented became a 
central player in modem Islamic thought. 

Interestingly, even before the impact of Modemity, Islaraic civ- 
ilizalion was shaken by entirely intemal forces. In the mid I700s, 
previously marginal parts of the Muslim world, such as West 
Africa, central Arabia, and India, brought forth unprecedented move- 
ments of Islamic revival and reform that would exercise tremendous 
influence on the whole Muslim world. These movements were driven 
by a sense that the Muslim community had lost its moorings in the 
legacy of the Prophet. It had been led astray by heretical accretions in 
theology and worship as well as by chauvinistic loyalty to the schools 
oflaw. 

Allhough they did not abandon the classical Islamic tradition, 
these movements sought to revaluate it and revive Islam’s priraordial 
greatness by breaking with taqlid (unquestioning loyalty to exist- 
ing institutions and tradition) and embracing ijtihad (independent 
reasoning based on the original sources of Islam - the Quran and 
Sunna). Many of these revivalist scholars believed that they were 
just as capable as classical masters like al-Shafi‘T and Abu HanTfa of 
deriving laws directly from the Quran and the Prophet*s teachings. 
As the great revivalist scholar Ibn al-Amir al-San‘anT (d. 1768) 
wrote, ‘that gift of your Lord has not been made off-bounds, and the 
virtues that He has bestowed are not limited to those who have come 
before us.’ 1 

Some of these movements were primarily scholarly, such as the 
reformist trend instigated in Yemen by al-San‘anI and in India by Shah 
WalT Allah (d. 1762). OtheTS added a strong dimension of reforming 
Muslim society through force of anns, such as Osman dan Fodio’s 
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(<L 1817) expansiomst Sokoto Caliphaie in modem-day Nigeria or 
Ibn \AJ>d al-Wahhab's (d. 1792) militaristic Muwahhid movement 
(bener known as Wahhabism) in centrai Arabia. 

This coromon mission of bypassing the rigid institutions of 
the Late Sunni Tradition to revive the pure Lslam of the Prophet’s 
ome and purge it of later culturaJ or intellectual impurities pushed 
the hadhh tradition to the forefront What better way to return to the 
source of Islams originai greatness than by renewing the study of 
the Sunna? Praising the Sunni devotees of hadith (ahl al-hadith) in 
the eariy Isiamic period, ai-San‘anI recites: 

They quenched their thirst by drawing from the sea of 

Muhammads Imowledge, 

Tbey did not have those schoois of iaw for watering hoies. 2 

Many revivalist scholars not oniy demoostrated a rejuvenated interest 
in hadith studies, they aiso believed that they were just as quaiified 
as the great Sunni hadith critics of the classicaJ period to ruie on the 
authenncity of hadiths. 

One of the mieresting byproducts of the eighteenth-century move- 
ments of revival and reform was the shift of hadith studies from its 
medievaJ locus in Iran, Egypt, and Syria to the dynamic reformist 
regions of the Hejaz, Yemen, india, and eventualiy Morocco. Since 
the 1700s it has been Hejazi scholars like Muhammad Hayat al-Sindi 
(d. 1750), Yemenis like Muhammad al-Shawkanl (d. 1834), Indians 
like Shah WaU Ailah and ‘Abd ai-Hayy al-LaknawT (d. 1886-7), and 
Moroccans like Muhammad b. Ja‘far ai-Kattanl (d. 1927) who have 
pioneered new creadve ground in hadith studies. 

Precisely why these similar but often unconnected movements 
arose at this time in distant coroers of the Muslim world remains 
a mystery. Perhaps the Late Sunni Tradition, with its strict loyaity 
to schoois of law, elaborate speculative theology, and Sutl brother- 
hoods had simpiy become too entrenched for Lslam*s inherent antipa- 
tby towards institutkms of religious authority. When one considers 
that some late Sunni scholars like the Egyptian al-SawT (d. 1825) 
had asserted that anyone who did not foilow one of the four Sunni 
schools of law was misguided, potentially an unbeliever, even if they 
foilowed clear mdicadons from the Quran or Sunna, it seems easy 
to understand wby some Musiims might conciude that reform was 
necessary. 3 
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THE MODERN DEBATE OVER HADITHS: 

FOUR MAIN APPROACHES 

In light oTthese forces, a thoughtfuI Muslim Iiving in early tweniieth- 
century Cairo, Istanbul, or Delhi might have pondered the following 
questions: Islam isclearly inastateofdec!ine, whether in comparison 
to modem Europe or in relation to its own original greamess. But 
is this due to some inherent failing in the Islamic intellectual trad- 
ition or because Muslims have lost touch with Islam’s true nature? 
lf one seeks to recover Islam’s true nature, does one take Modemity 
into account or ignore it completely? Ultimately, in the attempt to 
understand how to live as Muslims in the modem world, what compo- 
nents of Muslims’ historical heritage (in Arabic, turath) should they 
embrace, abandon, or alter, and how does one justify these choices in 
a way that is authentically ‘Islamic’? 

The hadith tradition in panicular posed two major questions. In 
light of European historical criticism on the one hand and a revived 
coramitment to the PropheCs authentic legacy on the other, 1) had the 
hadith tradition and its classical method of hadith evaluation produced 
a reliable representation of Muhammad’s Sunna? and 2) what should 
be the overall place of hadiths and the Sunna in understanding Lslam? 

We can identify four broad approaches taken by Muslims to 
answering these questions: Islamic Modemism, Modemist Salahsm, 
Traditionalist Salarism and Late Sunni Traditionalism. Aithough this 
four-fold division is usetul, it is not watertight. Some thinkers sway 
between schools or change their positions depending on context. 
Also, some of these names are nomenclatures that I have chosen and 
have not actually been used by their adherents. Nonetheless, this divi- 
sion is helphil for understanding the complexity of Islamic thought in 
the modem period. Not surprisingly, Islamic responses to Modemity 
arose earliest in those areas earliest exposed to Europe, particularly 
India, Egypt, and Ottoman Istanbul. 


ONE: ISLAMIC MODERNISTS AND THE 
‘QURAN ONLY’ MOVEMENT 

Beginning in the second half of the nineteenth century, some Muslim 
scholars began challenging core components of the pre-modera 
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Islamic tradmon. Some concluded that the hadith tradition was not 
ai all a reliabie representation of Muhammad's message. A few of 
these thmkers wem so far as to reject altogether the authoritativeness 
of the Prophet's precedent We can label this overall trend as Isiamic 
\lodernism, wiuch is characterized by a radical recoosideration of 
ciassical Islamic behefs. 

An earty, well-knowTi Modemist was Chiragh ‘AIT (d. 1895), an 
Indian who worked in the civil semce ofthe local mler of Hyderabad. 
l AU was aclose associate of the pivotal Islamic thinker of South Asia 
in the modem period, Sir Sayyid Ahmad Khan (d. 1898), whom 
we will discuss shortly. ‘AJI rejected all sources of Islamic law and 
dogma except the Quran. and called for a reinterpretation of Islamic 
taw based on the ideals of humanism (such as rationalism, science, 
and non-religiously based eihics). Limiting the sources of Islamic 
iaw to the Quran was not a hindrance to the Shariah, he argued, since 
the Prophet had expected his community to revise their law occa- 
sionally in accordance with the needs of the times. InHuenced by the 
revivalist movemem of Shah Wall Ailah, he embraced ijtihad. Ijma 
(consensus), he felt, had never been an acceptable source of law, since 
4 AH aigued that even Ibn Hanbal had been skeptical about the validity 
of ciaims of ijma (Ibn Hanbal is often quoted as denying any actual 
occurrence of ijma). A 

l AH accepted the criticism of hadiths published by Orientalists 
like Muir and Gotdziher (see Chapter 8) and felt that the hadith cor- 
pus was unreliable. Interestingly, it was * AITs desire to defend Islam 
against Onentalists that Led him to this stance. He was disturbed by 
Chrisdan missionaries and European polemicists claiming that Islam 
was fossilized and replete with irrational beliefs, such as those found 
in hadiths. 5 Abandoning hadiths was necessary for saving the rest of 
Islam’s message. Without the hadith corpus, ‘AH could o£fer unprec- 
edented altematives to beliefe that a modem mindset might con- 
sider backward. The jinn , a group of beings that the Quran mentions 
ambiguously as being composed of ftre but that hadiths characterize 
as beings who inhabit earth m tandem with humans, he argued were 
actually another Semitic tribe. 6 

‘AlTs thought was continued by what became known as the 
Ahl-e Qur'an (The People of the Quran) movement in India. The 
AhJ-e Qur'dn saw hadiths as an embarrassing travesty in Islam and 
argued that Islamic dogma and law should be derived from the Quran 
alone. The movement was started by ‘AbdalL&h Chakralawl (d. 1930) 
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ancl Khwaja Ahmad DTn Amritsari (d. 1936) between 1906 and 
1917 and produced several joumals devoted to elaborating its ideas. 
Amritsari had been a student at a missionary school, and his readings 
in hadiths led him to conclude that many hadiths wereshockingly fouJ 
and patently false. I le wrote a book on the Quran in which, among 
other things, he tried to demonstrate how lslamic inheritance law 
could be denved from the Quran withoul any reference to hadiths. 7 

The ne\l generation of the Ahl-e Qur 'dn was led by Muhamraad 
Aslam Jayrapuri (d. 1955), who mocked the traditional science of 
isndd criticism as senseless ‘narration worship ( rivdyat parastl).' 
Since whole isndds were forged, he argued, it was impossible to dis- 
tinguish truth from falsehood using isnad criticisra. 8 His colleague, 
MistrT Muhammad Ramadan (d. 1940) abandoned the idea of trying 
to extrapolate the labyrinthine details of Islamic law from the Quran. 
The holy book readily provided all the legal information Muslims 
needed, he argued, and anything omitted or left ambiguous was inten- 
tional - God had left humans free lo use their reason in order to adapt 
to new times. 0 

Although the ‘Quran only’ movement flourished in India, it flared 
only briefly in the Arab world. In a 1906 issue of the famous Islamic 
reformist joumal al-Mandr (The Lighthouse), the Egyptian physician 
Muhammad Tawffq SidqT (d. 1920) wrote an article entitled ‘lslam is 
the Quran Alone (al-lsldm huwa al-Qur'dn wahdahu)' in which he 
argued that lslam was never meant to be understood from anything 
other than the Quran. One key proof for this was that the Prophet 
did not explicitly order the recording of his Sunna, and indeed 
hadiths were not set down in any lasting or reliable form for over 
a century after Muhammad’s death. How, SidqT asked, could God 
ever allow His religion to depend on such a dubious source? 10 What 
has been understood as the ‘Sunna’ - the detailed precedent of the 
Prophet - was intended only to be binding on the first generation 
of Muslims; ‘the Prophet gave the Sunna to the Arabs.’ 11 After the 
Companions, Muslims were expected to adapt their law to circum- 
stance according to the principles laid out in the Quran. 12 Like his 
Lndian Ahl-e Qur 'dn counteiparts, SidqT attempted to deraonstrate 
how the details of Muslim prayer could be inferred from the Quran 
without hadiths. 

Hadiths were patently unreliable in Sidql’s opinion, with the possi- 
ble exception of those very few that couldbe considered mutawdtir . ,J 
Hadith criticism had begun too late to catch many of the forged 
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hadiths, and as a resuh many reports attributed to the Prophet were 
actuaUy isrdWyyĕt, or stories from Jewish lore. 14 As a doctor, Sidqi 
devoted special attenrion to hadiths that he considered incompatible 
with the realities of modem medicme. He notes the controversiaI 
v Hadith of the Fly' (found in the Sunans of ai-Nasa'T and Abu Dawud) 
in which the Prophet states that if a fly has landed in one s drink one 
should submerge it totaUy ‘because on one wlng is disease and on 
the other is the cure.’ 15 This was not only medicaJly unsound. argued 
Sidqi. bui it contradicted another command from the Prophet that if a 
mouse ieU in liquid butter it shouJd all be poured out. SidqT’s writ- 
mgs caused such a furore in al-Manar and other publications that he 
cpuckly recanted his ideas, and they died out in the Arab world. f 

AJthough they have not announced ‘Ouran only’ positions as 
explhritly as Sidtp and the Indian Ahl-e Qur'dn , many Islamic 
Modenrists have effectively adopted this stance. The influential 
modem Arab biography, ‘The Life of Muhammad (Hayat 
Muhammad^' by tbe Egyprian intellectuaJ Muhammad Husayn 
Haykal (d. 1956) was based on the Quran with reference to only one 
hadith: the famous Mu‘tazilite hadith urging Muslims to reject any 
haditb that contradicts the Quran! 18 Haykal defended his ‘Quran only’ 
biography by saying he was using ‘new critical methods’ that were 
not allowed during classical times and writing his book ‘in the mod- 
em scholarty manner. ’ Haykal echoed Orientalist criticisms that many 
hadiths were forged during the early period of sectarian and political 
strife and that many were fabncated merely to glorify Muhammad’s 
nuraculous powers. He therefore rejected any miracles attributed to 
the Prophet Moreover, classical Muslim critics Like al-Bukhari and 
Ebo Hajar did not even agree on what was reliable or not 19 

By far the most inriuential Modemist critique of the Sunni hadith 
tradirion came from the Egyptian Mahmud Abu Rayya (d. 1970). A 
discipte of the leading Syrian reformist Rashld Rida (see below), Abu 
Rayya wrote a scathing work enritled ‘Lights on the Muhammadan 
Sunna (Adwa* ‘aia al-simna al-muhammadiyya)' (1958) in which 
he argued that only the Quran, reason, and unquestionably reliable 
mutawdtir accounts of the Prophet’s legacy were originally meant 
to be the basis of Islam. ‘ As for applying the term “Sunna” to what 
is subsumed by the hadith corpus [in general], that is a later conven- 
tion. ’ * Neither the Prophet nor his Companions had seen fit to record 
his every word, and the eaiiy jurists of Islam had followed in their 
Cbotstepg by acting on the legal principles of the Sunna as opposed to 
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random hadiihs. Nothingin lslamrequiredMuslimstoreadorbelieve 
the contents of hadith collections. 21 

Like earlier Modemists, Abu Rayya explained that early hadith 
critics had not paid attention to the contents of hadiths, and that out- 
rageous repons such as ‘The Devil flees, farting, when he hears the 
call lo prayer' had been declared sahih. 22 He also echoes the criticism 
about the long delay between the Prophet’s death and the defmitive 
recording of hadiths - a period in which myriad sectarian and political 
groups forged countless hadiths. The permissibility of‘narration of 
hadiths by general meaning (riwaya bi 'l-mana)' also led to the muta- 
tion and misunderstanding ofmany reports. 

Notions that all the Companions were upstanding were patently 
absurd, Abu Rayya argued, since the Companions violently disagreed 
with one another. Although Abu Rayya built directly on the work of 
Rida, his criticism of the Companions took him outside the fo!d of 
what his teacher and mainstream Sunni Islam could tolerate. Abu 
Rayya rejected exempting the Companions from hadith criticism, 
saying that ‘people are people in every era, and humans have natures, 
appetites and agendas that do not change.’ 23 This attitude closely 
resembles the Principle of Analogy used by Westem scholars, and it 
is no coincidence that Abu Rayya referred his readers to the works of 
Goldziher and other Orientalists. 24 

Abu Rayya’s most noteworthy contribution to Modemist criti- 
cisms of hadith was his multifaceted attack on the reliability of Abu 
Hurayra, the single most prolific transmitter of hadiths from among 
the Companions. Using reports from both Sunni and Shiite books of 
transmitter criticism, Abu Rayya produces evidence characterizing 
Abu Hurayra as a gluttonous and dishonest opportunist. 25 Noting how 
he joined the Musl im community only three years before the Prophet’s 
death, Abu Rayya asks how Abu Hurayra could ever have heard the 
thousands of hadiths he claimed to transmit. Citing an early Hanafi 
criticism of Abu Hurayra, he argued that he was not leamed in issues 
of ritual and law and therefore frequently mangled the meanings of 
hadiths he reported. 26 He added that Abu Hurayra was well known 
to be obsessed with isra Tliyyat , tales from Jewish lore about earlier 
prophets, and that he had no compunction about attributing such tales 
to the Prophet. Such reports included the unacceptably anthropomor- 
phic hadith that ‘God created Adam in His image’ and the dogmati- 
cally oflfensive report (both found in Sahih Muslim) that Moses knocked 
out the eye of the angel of death when he came to take his soul. 27 Abu 
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Rayya even considers the hadith urging Muslims to visit the AI-Aqsa 
Mosque in Jerusalem to be one of the forged isra 7li\yat. lg 

Isrd lliyydt proved constantly irksorae to Modemists, and Abu 
Rayya wrote a separate book entitled ‘ Ka l b al-Ahbar: the First Zionist ’ 
on the eariy hadith transmitter and Muslim convert frora Judaisra, 
Ka‘b al-Ahbar (d. c. 32/653 ). 29 Kadiths about the Messianic mahdi fig- 
ure, Abu Rayya asserts, were similarly imported from Christian lore 
and falsely attributed to Muhammad by rigures like the Companion 
Tamlm al-D&ri, who was a convert from Christianity. 30 

Abu Rayya’s book proved extreraely influential in the hadith 
debate, in part because of the author's broad erudition and in part 
because the books style is less direct and caustic - and thus perhaps 
more convincing - than other Modemist works. It quickly prorapted 
at least eight indignant book-length rebuttals from traditional Muslim 
scholars, the most famous of which was the Syrian Mustafa al-Siba'1's 
(d. 1964) al-Sunna wa makdnatuha Jlal-tashri*al-isldmi (The Sunna 
and its Place in Islamic Lawmaking) (1961 ). 31 

These rebuttals generally used orthodox Sunni arguments to 
respond to the criticisms of Abu Rayya as well as to those of Westem 
scholars. AI-Sib§T, forexample, deemphasizes the late writing down 
of hadiths by emphasizing the extraordinary meraory of the early 
Arabs. Abu Hurayra s ability to transrait so raany hadiths despite his 
relatively short exposure to the Prophet was due to his treraendous 
devotion to the Prophet’s legacy, not any unscmpulousness. Finally, 
books of forged hadiths (mawduat) showed that hadith critics did 
engage in content criticisra (at least after the 1300s). Other defenses 
against ‘Quran only’ arguments relied solely on faith. The Pakistani 
Islamic political activist Abu al-‘Ala’ Mawdud! (d. 1979) conlended 
thal the Sunna was intact because ‘The God who preserved his last 
book also arranged for the preservation of the example and guidance 
ofhis last Prophet’ 32 

Islamic Modemism and its 4 Quran only’ trend have thrived among 
Westera Muslim scholars. Although they have not always upheld 
explicit 4 Quran only’ positions, many have ignored hadiths in their 
discussions of Islamic law and dogma, as is the case with the American 
Amina Wudud’s revaluation of the traditional Islamic view of gender, 
and Scott Siraj al-Haqq Kugle’s argument for the permissibility of 
homosexual relationships in Islam. 33 The ‘Quran only’ movement 
has continued in Turkey, where the activist intellectual Edip Yuksel 
and his colleagues have published the Reformist Quran , an English 
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translation and explanation of the holy book written without consult- 
ing hadiths. 54 

We should also note a Modemist who has proven extremely adept 
at navigating the tradition of Islamic hadith criticism in order to 
argue for radical reform. In her work Women and Islam, the French- 
educaled Moroccan social scientist Fatema Memissi states her intent 
to ‘disinter’theoriginal messageofIslam ‘from thecenturiesofobliv- 
ion that have managed to obscure il. Mi Her heroine is the Prophet’s 
wife, Aisha, whose criticisms of other Companions’ narrations frora 
the Prophet Memissi sees as epitomizing the critical spirit of Islam 
as well as the religion’s original message of female empowerment. 
Memissi argues that, with the exception of a minority of hadith crit- 
ics, Muslim scholarship hinctioned as a tool of the social and politi- 
cal elite, indulging ‘the desire of male politicians to manipulate the 
sacred.’ 36 

In order to prove this, she examines two Companions known for 
transmitting hadiths that Memissi considers misogynist and unbefit- 
ting her beloved Prophet: Abu Hurayra and Abu Bakra (not to be mis- 
taken with Abu Bakr, the (Irst caliph). The former transmitted sahth 
hadiths such as the one that women, donkeys, and black dogs break 
a person’s prayer if they pass in front of them, and the second nar- 
rated the hadith that ‘The community that entrusts its aiTairs to 
a woman will not Aourish’ (the first is found in SahJh Muslim, the 
second in Sahlh al-BukharT)? 1 Effectively engaging in historical psy- 
choanalysis, Memissi uses data from books oftransmittercriticism to 
argue that Abu Hurayra harbored a deep personal resentment towards 
women and that Abu Bakra produced his hadith to secure his place 
with the caliph ‘AIT after he had defeated Aisha at the Battle of the 
Camel in 656 CE. 38 

In a brilliant tum, Memissi shows how Abu Bakra should be 
excluded as a hadith transmitter according to the Muslim hadith 
critics’ own critical standards. Malik is reported to have said that he 
would not accept hadiths from someone known to have lied about 
any matter, and Abu Bakra was once Aogged for untruthfully accus- 
ing someone of committing adultery! 39 Such misogynist hgures as 
these transmitters, upon whom the most revered Sunni collections 
had relied, lead Memissi to conclude that ‘even the authentic Hadith 
must be vigilantly examined with a magnitying glass.’ 40 

A unique Modemist vision for the proper treatment of hadiths 
came from the Pakistani intellectual and University of Chicago 
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professor Fazlur Rahman (A 1988). He acknowledged thai ihe criti- 
cisms of Schacht and GoIdziher w ere ‘essentially correct’ and that 
most hadiths were nol actually spoken by the Prophet. 41 Where 
Onentalists saw deception, however, Rahman saw the creative 
implementation of the Islamic raessage. Though many of the details 
of the Sunna were fabncated, the concept of the Sunna was authentic. 
Muhammad’s Sunna was not detailed case law. but rather an umbrella 
of behavioral norms and an interpretive process by which Muslims 
could adapt their law to changing circumstances. 42 This had been the 
practice of the Partisans of Reason {ahJ al-ra v), who had employed 
the legal reasoning leamed firom Muhammad, the originai exemplar 
of Islam, to elaborate law in new situations. This was also why so 
many early hadiths were actually ‘forgeries’ - these early jurists had 
phrased the conclusions they reached using the interpretive process 
of the Sunna in the words of Muhammad. The Sunna was thus ‘very 
largely the product of the Muslims themselves,’ who acted organic- 
alty on the principles inberited firom the Prophet through the mental 
act of ijtihad in order to form new law. Consensus {ijma) was the 
acknowledgment of the community that a newly deve loped part of the 
Sirnna was authoritative. 43 

For Rahman, the hadith tradition had been a creative process in 
which jurists had channeled the Prophet’s authority to guide their 
community. Hadiths like those waming about the deterioration of 
Muslims’ faith as time went on were designed to steer the commu- 
nity towards certain laudable goals. 44 Yes, the hadiths in al-Bukhari’s 
and Muslim's Sahlhayn that predict the future were clearly fabricated 
by Muslims afler the death of Muhammad. But they were not sinis- 
ter forgeries, and the hadith corpus was not a conspiratorial web of 
lies, since participants in the hadith tradition never saw themselves as 
eogaged in a strict process of recording history. 45 

Unfortunalely, Rahman continues, the formation of the hadith 
canon and the literal submission to hadiths introduced by al-Shafn 
tumed the dynamic Sunna into a petriried and unchanging set of rules. 
R a hman states thai hadiths need to be reexamined critically accord- 
ing to historical criticism in order to determine if they were really part 
of the origmal Sunna, ‘whose very life blood was free and progressive 
interpretation.’ 46 Once this is determined, modem Muslims can pick 
up with new interpretation where the jurists left off when the Sunna 
was frozen in the ninth century. Rahman acknowledges the value of 
isnad criticism in detecting forgeries. This method, however, can only 
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tell us ifa hadiih is forged. Ii cannot ensure that it is not forged. For 
that we must employ modem historical criticism. 47 


TWO: MODERNIST SALAFTS AND OPPOSING THE WEST 

The Salatt movement was the name that many of the adherents of 
this school of thought derived from the Sala/, or the pious early 
generations of Muslims, from whose e\ample these reforraists 
hoped to reconstitute lslam’s original purity. To a large extent, the 
eighteenih-century movements of revival and reform were all 
SalafT in their approach; for them the early Muslim community 
represented their hopes for the future. It was powerful, dynamic, and 
preceded what many reformists viewed as the superstitions, blind 
loyaJry to tradition, and the havoc wreaked on medieval Lslara by 
foreign cultural accretions such as Greek logic and Persian 
raysticism. In terras of their thought, by the mid 1800s these Salaff 
movements had split into two main branches, which we will call 
the Modemist and Traditionalist SalaH groups. These two branches 
interacted with and afFected one another, for both shared a 
common vision of recapturing the early Islam of the Salqf. But 
they proposed different means and had opposing attitudes towards 
Modemity. 

The Modemist SalalT trend has been the most inOuential and vig- 
orous of the modem Muslim schools of thought. Nonetheless. it was 
essentially a response to Modemity. Its proponents looked back into 
history at the pure Arab Islara of the Prophet’s time, but what they 
re-created by drawing unsystematically ffom the rich tradition of 
Islamic civilization was an Islam tailored to fit the modera world. 
Arguably the most inlluential Moderaist SaJafi was the Indian Sir 
Sayyid Ahmad Khan (d. 1898), whose thought ultimately aimed at 
the twin goals of the rationalization of Islamic dogma and ‘the lib- 
eralization of Islamic law.' 48 An employee of both the British East 
India Company and the Mughal dynasty, after the Indian rebellion 
of 1857 Khan remained fiercely loyal to the British. He believed that 
only by reconciling with Moderaity and Westera rule could Islam sur- 
vive. In 1868 he adopted a Westera lifestyle, and in 1875 he success- 
fully founded the Anglo-Muhammadan Oriental College at Aligarh in 
India, the most successful center of reforraist Islamic education. 49 
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Khan autborcd numerous books. including a commentary on the 
Bible. a cocnmentary on the Quran, and established an intluential 
1 Jrdu- language joumai called Tahdhib al-akhldq. Ln general. KJian 
todowed ShSh Wat! Ailah's reiormist rejection of taqfJd and innova- 
oons in Islamk belief and worshrp. 50 He also infused his works with 
distmctly modera notions. such as an acceptance of Darwinian evolu- 
tioa and the posidon that nothing in the Quran can be mterpreted as 
coatradictmg the laws of nature. ‘lf the word [of the Quran] is not 
according to the work [the law of nature], then the word cannot be 
the word of God.' 51 Of course, he notes, humans have only begun to 
understand the laws of nature! 52 He also rejected claims of ijma as 
coavinctng proof m scholarly discourse. 53 

Ln the 1860s Khan encountered Muir's cridcisms ofhadiths, and he 
was immediale ly alanned at this unsuspected attack on Islam from its 
extemal foes. in 1870 be began a refutation of Muir's book, although 
he also accepted many Orientalist criticisms. 54 He acknowledged, for 
exampte, that classical Muslim scholars had not performed proper 
ooment cridcism of hadiths (he comends that they had intended this 
to bedoneby later scbolars) and that the historical lag in writing down 
hadiihs had resuited in copious forgeries, many concocted to sanctiiy 
and glorify Muhammad. He aJso noted that the permissibility of ‘nar- 
ration by generaJ meaning’ had led to the unintentional alteration of 
many hadMo. 

Khan smiggled with the solution to the hadith problem through- 
out his life, but he consistently affirmed that the hadith corpus had to 
be reexammed aecordmg to a new method of content criticism that 
he drew partty from the Hanafi school of Law and Mu‘tazilism and 
pardy from Westem historical criticism. First of all, hadiths incom- 
patible with modera reason, beLitding to the Prophet, or contradicting 
the Quran must be rejected. 56 He embraced the Hanafi requirement 
that all the narratocs of a haditb be competent legal scholars. Only 
mutawdnr hadiths were immune from these critical standards, and 
tbese he defmed as hadiths that have been accepted as reliable by 
Muslim scholars throughout history - only five of which he said exist. 
He a dde d that hadiths should be screened to see if they describe mir- 
acles that could oot be reasonably believed or historical events that 
could not bave happened. 57 

Khan's criticaJ method for hadith evaluation )ed him to revolu- 
tionary breaks with Islatnic tradition. He believed that the Prophet’s 
Sunna was onJy peittnem to matters of religion, not political or civil 
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aflairs. Sx He concluded that the Prophet‘s miraculous night voyage to 
Jerusalem was actually done in a dream (both Sunnism and Shiism 
generally held that he had been physically transported), and that the 
Prophet did not pertorm miracles. Like Chiragh ‘AlT, he aipied that 
the Quran 's mentioningy/nn did not really mean they existed as super- 
natural creatures. They could well be another Semitic tribe.” 

Ultimately, defending Islam against infectious Westem skepti- 
cism was Khan’s real goal. Although he admitted many Orientalist 
criticisms of hadiths, he aiso understood that hadiths were essential for 
defending the basic Islamic worldview. When Muirsuggested that part 
of the Quran might have been lost, Khan relied on hadiths to argue the 
contrary.'* 0 In proposing that the Quran be the standard against which 
the contents of hadiths be judged, Khan was seeking to find a critical 
litmus test that both Muslims and Westera Orientalists could agree on 
(since Orientalistsalso believed that theQuran wasthemost historically 
reliable Islamic document). 61 Khan's concera for protecting religion 
frora Modemity even led him to defend the Bible against European 
critics. Against claims that the global flood of Noah was impossible 
and not bom out in the historical record, Khan countered that the 
flood had really occurred but had been restricted to one locale. 62 

While Khan was writing in Lndia, Egypt witnessed a simultaneous 
eAlorescence of the Modemist SalafT movement. Ln fact, the most 
inAuential participants in Islamic thought in the late nineteenth- and 
twentieth-century Arab world were the Egyptian SalafT Muhammad 
‘Abduh (d. 1905) and his Syrian student Rashld Rida (d. 1935). 
‘Abduh was educated at the renowned al-Azhar University in Cairo 
but was exiled ffom Egypt in 1882 for several years due to involve- 
ment in an anti-British rebellion. He traveled widely in the Muslira 
world and France and eventually retumed to Egypt, where he became 
chief muftl (jurisconsult) under British rule. 

Although ‘Abduh never dealt with the issue ofhadiths in a system- 
atic way, he upheld the orthodox stance that the Sunna is the second 
major source of law and dogma in Islam. However, he accepted thal 
the traditional methods of hadith criticism were insuATcient and thal 
the hadith corpus must be reexamined critically. 6J In theory, he states, 
disobeying what is known to have been the Sunna of the Prophet is 
anathema. This holds true, however, for ‘a few only of the traditions.’ 
In the case of non-mutawatir hadiths, whoever feels comfortable 
with them can believe them. But no one can be forced to believe in 
them or be declared an unbeliever for rejecting them. No hadith, for 
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exampte, shoukt be believed if it undermines God’s total transcen- 
dence. M ‘ Abduh was aiso very skepUcal about hadiths predictmg ihe 
hmHe, the end of the world or isra lliyyai. and accepted very few 
such reports as auchentic. 65 This ootion of only requiring Muslims to 
beiieve tn musawanr hadiths would be a halimark ofboth Modemism 
and Modennsi Salahsm. Decades later it would be elaborated in a 
fannal reiigious ruling by the al-Azhar Fatwd Comimttee." 

Abduhs senior student Rashid Rida proved his chief acolyte, and 
his joumal al-Maudr was the main forum for reformist writings. Rida 
with hadiths m mnch more detail than his teacher. Like ‘Abdiih, 
he argued that the Quran is the basis of isiam and that only mutawdtir 
hftdith« can tmly be reiied upon. After alL ahad hadiths yielded no 
more than probabk knowledge, whiie true certainty came oniy from 
rmaawdtsr reports. He equated mutawaiir hadiths with the ‘practical ’, 
lrvmg Sunna that ail Muslims know, such as prayer, piigrimage ntu- 
als, and a few of the Prophets sayings. The chapters of hadith books 
tbat hst the obscure detaiis of the Prophet s words and actions, such 
as chaptera on manners {adab), all consist of ahdd hadiths and are not 
neceasarily reiiabie. 67 Like Sir Sayyid Ahmad KJban, Rida believed 
that che penmsstbiihy of oanatmg the general meaning of hadiths 
had mtroduced many errois into the hadith corpus, sincethe nanators’ 
opiseons could be integrated accidentally into the hadith. 

Acccptmg dra Hiyydt was another source of misguidance. Even 
though they had been used in some of the canonical hadith collec- 
tions, Rida disniissed Ka‘b al-Ahbar and another eariy transmitter, 
Wahb b. Munabbih, as unreiiable because of their lax transmis- 
skm of isrd Hiyydt. Inteiestmgly, Rida argued that modem scholars 
were jusdhed in overtommg earlier approval of these two transmit- 
ters because, uniike dassical Muslim cntics, they could compare 
draVryydt reports to the actual Jewish scriptures. Rida thus dis- 
misses Kab and Wahb as umeliable because their descriptions of the 
Torah were tSadually inaccurate. 64 Like other refbrmists, Rida called 
far ite/hadiths to be resubmitted to content criticism, a process that 
was onginaliy part of the critical method of Muslim jurists but had 
been neglecied. A t one point, Rida even states that the content criti- 
cism of dassicai Muslim schoiars was the forerunner of modem his- 
torical ‘anaiyt cal cntjcism.’ 69 

Ri<fi devoted numerous articles in al-Mandr to addressing prob- 
ienude ha di t hs . He sometimes declared hadiths that had tradition- 
ally been considered authentk to be unreliable because their contents 
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were unacceptable according to hiro. Using his in-depth knowledge 
of isndd criticism, however, Rida couJd attribute this to a problem 
in the chain of transmission. 70 The famous story of God ordering the 
moon to be split mtraculously in half as proof of Muhammad’s mes- 
sage to his opponents in Mecca had been a required belief m Sunni 
Islam (it is mentioned ambiguously in the Quran). Rida, however, said 
that the various hadiths describing this event were so at variance with 
one another thai one could not base one’s faith on them. 7 ' Another 
controversial hadith, found in Sahth al-Bukhdri , that the sun passes 
under the earth and prostrates itself before the throne of God when it 
sets he declared false because it flatly contradicted modem science. 72 
The position of only requinng behef in mutawatir hadiths allowed 
Rida ample leeway for some controversial hadiths. The Hadith ofthe 
Fly, for example, could be false or it could be true, since scientists 
used the flesh of a snake to help prepare antidotes to its poison, 73 
Since it was ahdd, Muslims are not required to believe in the hadith 
either way. 

Rida's and ‘Abduh’s approach to hadiths won many adherents 
among Muslim reformists. The Egyptian Modemist Salafi Mahmud 
Shaltut (d. 1963) was at first persecuted by conservative ulema for his 
reformist ideas but was eventually appointed as the head of al-Azhar 
by the Egyptian govemment (which had a reformist agenda). He held 
that Muslims cannot be declared unbelievers for rejecting any aiticle 
of faith that is derived firom a/id^hadiths. 74 Breaking with an essential 
tenet of faith in classical Sunni Islam, Shaltut followed his reason- 
ing to its logical but controversial conclusion: Mushms could not be 
repudiated for rejecting the long-held tenet of Jesus’ retum at the end 
of time or the belief in an Antichrist. 75 Furthermore, he argued that one 
could not use consensus as proof for these issues of faith because even 
the consensus of the Muslim community means nothing on questions 
known only to God. 76 

‘Abduh’s and Rjda’s school of thought was continued by Shaltut’s 
most famous pupil, the Azhar scholar Muhammad al-GhazalT (d. 
1996), in his proliric and extremely popular series ofbooks on reviving 
Islam in the modem world. Like Shaltut, al-GhazalT reminds his read- 
ers of the classical legal theory stance that ahdd hadiths are ‘merely 
probable in their reliability and merely probable in their indication’ 
and thus not suitable for essential belie^s. 77 Similarly, he aiTtrms the 
predominance of the Quran, saying, ‘ We believe that the Quran is the 
basis, and the Sunna is built on it.’ 78 
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Al-Ghaz§!Ts ovemding concern throughoui his works is the 
looming ptreseoce of the West. Although he reiteraies his profound 
respect for dasatcal hadith scholars like aJ-BukMri. he admits thai he 
wiii reject a hadath from the canomcal collections ‘if it touches upon 
ihe most m&mate part of our religion, or opens trightemng borders 
through wtnch our enemies could pour.When a student asks him 
aboatihesahih hadith ofMoses knockmg out the angel of death's eye, 
he repties thal its conients show that it is false, since God's prophet 
couid nottry to avoid his fate. Muslims, however, should worry about 
more important matters such as the fact that the enemies of Islam are 
encircling us/® 


THREE: TRADITIONALIST SALAFTS AND THE 
ELEYATTON OF HADITHS 

Wtun we have tenned Traditionalist Salarism emerged directly from 
the earty modem movements of revival and reform. The most per- 
sistent and most polmcally active Traditionalist SalafT movement 
was fbunded by Mohammad b. ‘Abd al-Wahhab in the mid eight- 
eesth centory m central Arabia, expanding through its alliance with 
the Saod feniiy and eventoally becoming the predominant religious 
movement on the Arabian peninsula. Asecond SalatT school appeared 
in the Yemem crty of Sgmm with the iconoclastic hadith scholars al- 
San^anl (d 1768) and al-Shawkanl (d 1834). A third school devel- 
opedin Damascus in the second half of the nineteenth century around 
revivalist hadkh scholars Jamal al-Dtn al-QasimI (d 1914) and Tahir 
aJ-Jaz§'iri (d 1920). At this same time an inriuential SalafT school 
also formed in Baghdad througb the HanbalT revival ledby the famous 
AJori family. w In India, some of the devotees of Shah WalT Allah’s 
revivalist scholarship fonned ttaeir own strict Traditionalist Salafi 
school, dnbbed Ahi-e Hadhh (The People of Hadith), whose most 
famous representatrve was Siddiq Hasan Khan (d. 1890). Other heirs 
to Sh5b Wali AJUhs legacy cotnbined his hadith-based revivalism 
wrth India’s kmgstanding adherence to the HanafT school of law. 
This movement resuhed m the founding of the inriuential school at 
Deoband in India. 

The most iHustrative example of Traditionalist SalaiTs is 
Muhammad Nĕsir aJ-Din al-Aib§nT (d. 1999), an Albanian whose 
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family immigrated 10 Syna. Growing up in Damascus, al-Albani was 
deeply atTected by Rida s al-Manar articles on the extent to which 
unreliable hadiths had been used to justify Sufi practices. 82 He began 
to speak out against what he saw as heretical innovations in every area 
of Syrian reiigious life and penned many works atiempting to reori- 
ent social and religious practices to the pure Sunna of Muhammad as 
communicated by hadiths. 

Like the other reform movements, Traditionalist SalaRs have 
aimed at reviving Islams origmal purity and greatness by clearing 
away the dross of later cultural accretions. Unlike Modemist Salafis, 
who drew eclectically on Hanafi legal theory, Mu‘tazilism, and mod- 
em rationalism, they have struggled literally to revive the Prophet’s 
Sunna through a narrow focus on hadiths. Like their Modemist Salafi 
counterparts, Traditionalist Salafis identify the causes of the Muslim 
community straying from the Sunna as excessive loyalty to the 
schools of law instead of a reverence for their sources, tndulgence in 
speculative theology, and popular Sufi practices such as visiting the 
graves of saints. 

To cure these ills, Traditionalist Salafis have not merely engaged 
in the study of hadiths, they have tried to cultivate its most critically 
rigorous spirit. They reject the use of weak hadiths in any matter, 
breaking with the practice of the classical Muslim scholars (see Chap- 
ter 3). Al-Albaru asks rhetorically: if we do not dismiss hadiths once 
we have determined that they are unreliable, what is the poim of the 
science of hadith criticism? 83 Al-AIbanl thus published numerous 
books dividing the hadiths contained in classical works such as the 
Four Sunans of AbO Dawud, al-NasaT, al-Tirmidhl, and Ibn Majah, 
the JdmT al-saghir of aJ-Suyutl, and the al-Targhlb wa al-tarhib of 
al-Mundhiri into sound and unreliable. The Saudi Wahhabl hadith 
scholar ‘Abdallah al-Sa‘d rejects the Late Sunni TradiUons method 
of bolstering evidence for a hadith’s authenticity by using other dubi- 
ous narrations (see Chapter 3). w The Indian hadith scholar Shibli 
Numani (d. 1916), a traditionalist associate of Ahraad Khan, com- 
piled a new biography of Muhammad that purged it of reports trans- 
mitted by early Muslim historians that hadith critics had considered 
unreliable. 

Like Modemist SalaiTs, Traditionalists were willing to cast 
aside the institutions of classical Islam, relying on hadiths as the 
ultimate source for interpreting the faith. The Sunna was preserved 
in the authentic hadiths, which are accessible to any Muslim. Like 
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Modemists, Traditionalist Salafts have been skeptical of claims of 
consensus, which served as the primary defense for employing weak 
hadiths as evidence and the legidmacy of many Sufi practices. They 
do not doubt the theoretical proof value of consensus. but the large 
number of dissenting scholarly opinions in Islamic history means that 
it was actually achieved only rarely. 

Unlike Modemists, however, Traditionalist SalafTs avow the sarae 
intense trust in hadiths found among the early ahl al-hadith. They do 
not concur with the Modemist reemphasis on the Quran as the ulti- 
mate arbiter in matters of faith and law. Like the early ahl al-hadith , 
al-Alb&nl asserts that in both law and dogma ‘we cannot distinguish 
between God and His Prophet.’* 5 It is thus perfectly acceptable to 
derive articles of feith from ahad hadiths, which Muslims must 
accept. Did the Prophet not send single individuals as ambassadors 
to newly converted communities in order to teach them hindamental 
Islamic beliefs?“ Although Traditionalist SalafTs are willing to criti- 
ci 2 e a hadith for content reasons, like the early ahl al-hadith , they 
explain such faults by finding a flaw in the isnad. ‘Abdallah al-Sa'd 
thus declares, ‘ It is irapossible for a hadith to have an untrue meaning 
without there being a flaw in the isnad'* 1 Unlike their Modemist and 
Modemist SalafT counterparts, these Traditionalists do not approve 
of Aisha’s criticisms of other Companions for narrating hadiths that 
seemed to contradict the Quran. Since these hadiths are well estab- 
lished by multiple sahih isnads , such apparent contradictions only 
mean that she did not interpret the Prophet’s words correctly. 88 

Traditionalist SalafTs preserve the spirit of ijtihdd. For them, 
hadith criticism did not end with the formation of the hadith canon 
in the classical period. It continues to this day, and modem scholars 
can achieve just as high a level ofcritical mastery as great classical 
scholars such as al-Daraqutn! or Ibn Hajar. Tahir al-Jaza’iri defends 
the right of modem scholars to criticize the meanings of hadiths in 
the Sahlhayn , rejecting the arguraent of those who wam that allowing 
criticism of the meaning of hadiths will open the door to the ‘people 
with heretical agendas.’ He disagrees, saying that proper criticism is 
a worthy practice. 89 When asked about his controversial criticism of a 
famous classical hadith transmitter, al-Albanl replied that the science 
of hadith criticism ‘is not simply consigned to books,’ it is a dynamic 
process of critical review w Al-AlbanT explained that one of the prin- 
ciples of Islamic scholarship is that ‘religious knowledge cannot fall 
into rigidity.’ Q| 
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This spirii of picking up the classical hadith tradition at its most 
critical point and applying it today has led to substantial achievements 
by Traditionalist SalalT scholars. AI-AlbanT completed two volumi- 
nous series, ‘The Series of Weak Hadiths and their Negative Effect 
on the Muslim Communily’ and ‘The Series of Authentic Hadiths,’ 
in which he revaluates thousands of hadiths. Many that he authenti- 
cates had previously been declared unreliable, and many hadiths that 
he criticizes had earlier won the approval of great classical critics 
like al-Bukhari and Muslim. One ofal-AlbanI’s students, the Yemeni 
Muqbil al-Wadi‘T (d. 2001) similarly compiled a large work entitled 
‘The Compendium of SahJh Hadilhs Not Found in theTwo SahJhs of 
al-BukharT and Muslim.’ 

Traditionalist Salaris have also revived the genre on the technical 
terminology and rules of hadith criticism (mustalah al-hadith). The 
two most famous modem contributions are Jaraal al DTn al-Qasimfs 
Qawd'id al-tahdJth min Junun mustalah al-hadith (The Principles 
0 f Regeneration ffom the Technical Science of Hadith Study) and 
Tahir al-Jaza’iri’s Tawjih al-nazar ila usul al-athar (Examining the 
Principles of Transmitted Reports). These works are continuations 
of the classical mustalah books, such as that of Ibn al-Salah, but are 
imbued with Salari themes. Tahir al-Jaza’iri, for example, lambasts 
the excessive traditionalism of the Sunni schools of law: ‘Thejurists 
interpret away any hadith that disagrees with their school, or oppose 
it with another hadith even if it is not well-known, even if that [first] 
hadith is found in the SahJhayn .’ 92 

Because the Salari approach to Islamic scholarship centers on 
bypassing centuries of consensus-building among scholars and 
instead approaches the Quran and hadiths anew, it can produce diver- 
gent results. A set of Moroccan brothers who have proven the most 
adept hadith scholars of our time, Ahmad b. a!-Siddfq al-Ghumari (d. 
1960) and his younger siblings ‘Abdallah (d. 1993) and 'Abd al-Hayy 
(d. 1995), followed the Traditionalist SalafT methodology. They felt 
entitled to reverse centuries-old rulings on the authenticity of spe- 
ciric hadiths and amved at legal rulings that broke with all four Sunni 
schools of law. ‘Abd al-Hayy argued conclusively that none of the 
founders of the four Sunni schools of law had access to all the neces- 
sary hadiths and that it was thus entirely acceptable to reject their rul- 
ings on the basis of hadith evidence. ‘Abdallah al-Ghumari repeatedly 
wrote that Uaqlid never comes to any good.’ 93 Ahmad al-Ghumari 
concluded that the famous hadith in which the Prophet explained that 
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the 'Greitest JUumT was ‘tbe struggle against one's own soul' was 
auihennc, whiie dassical cntics had considered it weak or tbrged.* 4 

Despite dns similarity m approach to Traditionalist SalaSs like 
ai-Albani, the GhumarT brothers emerged with polar opposite posi- 
uons. Salafts, both Modemist and Traditionaiist, have consistently 
been deepty opposed to SuTism and uitolerant of the Shiite venera- 
tkm of'AlL The Ghumaro’ anaiysis of the Quram hadiths, and schol- 
arty cradition, however, has led them to embrace 1 AJJ as the best and 
most knowledgeable of all the Companions (and in Ahmad's case, 
to declare Mu‘awiya an unbebever) as well as to defend vehemently 
Sufi pracnces such as visihng graves and engaging in group Liturgies 
not practked during the dme of the Prophet. 95 ‘Abdallah al-Ghumari 
repeacedly accused ai-Albanl of unmitigated heresy. and at least one 
Wahhabl haditb scholar cailed Abdailah al-Ghumari an unbeiiever. 

Unlike Modermsts and Modermst Saiairs, Traditionaiist Saiaris 
have no concern for tbe pressures of Moderaity. They believe that if 
Muslims retura 10 the amhenhc Sunna of the Prophet as preserved 
m the hadith carpus, the Muslim world will once again enjoy God’s 
fevor regardless of any perceived superiority boasted by the West 
coday. Tradihonalist Saiaris consider the other schools of thought dis- 
cussed so for in this chapter to be nhsguided by Westero inriuence. 
AJ-A&anJ thus calls both Abu Rayya and Muhammad al-GhazalT 
‘Occidemaiists ( mmtaghribun )’ and 'imitators of the Orientalists.' 96 

The most furiousconfiictamong schoois of Sunni thought in mod- 
em hmes has surged between the Tradihonalist Salaris and the Late 
Siinni Tradihonalists (see below). Because Salaris allow a scholar 
to hreak wiih the established r utings of the Sunni schools of law and 
perform ijtihad, Late Sumh Tradihonalists accuse this movement of 
anDgandy claiming to be the equal of the great scholars of yesteryear. 
Muhammad Zahid al-Kawthari (d. 1951), a high religious official in 
the moribund Ottoman Empire, wrote that it was pure error and mis- 
guidance to believe tbat, today, ‘al tbe end of time,’ one couid correct 
the great eariy scholarsof Islam. 97 Moreover, adherents of the schools 
of law accuse Tradihonalist Salafis of total ignorance of legal theory 
and thos of ignorantly following random hadiths of under- 

standing how those hadiths fit into the process of deriving law. These 
foctors combine to create, in the eyes of Late Surmi Traditionalists, 
mterpiehve chaos. Muhammad ai-GhazaII, for exampie, admits thal 
be di sli ke s chauyimsm towards one particular school of law. But it 
ts km harmiul than the childish ijtihacT of Salaft movements like 
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Wahhabism, which he calls simplistic ‘Bedouin legaJ thoughL " 
Controry to such polemical claims, Traditionalist Salati scholars do 
advocate the study ofbasic booksoflegal theory (al-AlbanJ, forexam- 
ple, cites advanced legal principles such as ‘Evidence that breaks witb 
analogy cannot be used as the basis for another analogy ’ ). w However, 
the Traditionalist Salafis’ egalitanan argument that any scholar can 
break with an established ruling if he feeLs it has not taken certain 
hadith evidence into account has undeniably led to a proliferation of 
erratic rulings. 


POUR: LATE SUNNI TRADITIONALISTS 

All the approaches to understanding Islam in the modem period that 
we have discussed so far have advocated the rejection of signihcant 
components of Sunni Islam as it existed in the medieval world through 
the 1600s. Conversely, what we can call Late Sunni Traditionalism 
argues that it is precisely these institutions that are essential for prop- 
erly living as a Muslira today. In other words, closely followingoneof 
the accepted Sunni schools of law, believing in the traditional Ash‘an 
school of theology, and participating in a Sufi brotherhood provides 
modem Muslims with all the legal, spiritual, and theological tools 
they need to succeed. Properly understood and correctly combined, 
these classical institutions allow Muslims toanswerall thechallenges 
of Modemity. Advocates of Late Sunni Traditionalism generally refer 
to their school of thought as ‘Traditional Islam’ or ‘Sunnism in its 
authentic form (ahlal-sunna 'alaal-mashribal-asll).' Prominentrep- 
resentatives of this school include Muhammad Zahid al-Kawthari, 
Muhammad al-GhazalT and the current Grand Mufti of EgypL ‘AU 
Jura‘a. 

Late Sunni Traditionalism mitigates the stipulations of Islamic 
law that seem incompatible with Modemity by drawing on the 
collective diversity of the four Sunni legal schools and the rich 


1 Earlier in Lhis chapter we referred to Muhammad al-GhazSU as a Modemist SalafT. 
In terms of the structure of his thoughl, this is correct. But al-Ghaz3JT's environment, 
Egypt in the 1970s, 1980s and 1990s, was much more religiously conservntive than 
that of ‘Abduh or ShaltOt. As a result, in his language and positions al-GhazSIT fits into 
the Late Sunni Tradilionalist category. 
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inteilectual heritage of Sunni legal theory. Although engaging in 
mterest-beanng commercial transactions is generally prohibited in 
Islamic law. a minority opinion in the Hanaft school allows Musliras 
to take and pay interest if living in a non-MusIim country. 100 A princi- 
ple ofLaie Sunni legal tbeory, ‘Let he who is afflicted with some need 
take the permissive ruling,' permits a Muslim to act on this minor- 
ity ruling. As Muhammad al-GhazaR states, ‘when l am defending 
Islam ... I must move between the opinions of all the iraams and 
benerii frora the Ihll range of understandings. ,| °' As a result of 
this methodology, Late Sunni Traditionalism produces a mani- 
festation of Islam that adapts to many of the stringencies of the 
modem world while remaining grounded in ‘authentic' Islamic 
tradition. 

This school of thought also uses the relationship between law and 
ethics tocircumvent seemingly harsh elements of Islamic law. Islamic 
marriage law, for example, seems to clash with modem sentiments 
witb its legalistic requirements that a woman meet her husband’s sex- 
ual needs and that a husband bear the hill hnancial responsibilities of 
a family. Late Sunni Traditionalists, however, argue that the Shariah 
only addresses people’s strict legal rights, and that a husband and 
wife should tura to the Sufi tradition in order to leam how to treat one 
another with Iove and compassion. 

Just as Traditionalist Salafis have resurrected the approach of the 
ahl al~hadith , Late Sunni Traditionalists have revived the methods of 
the ahl al-ra ‘y jurists. Late Sunni Traditionalists subordinate hadiths 
to the interpretive traditions of the Sunni schools of law and Sunni 
legal theory. Late Surmi Traditionalists affirm their total conridence 
in the ciassical method of hadith criticism; as al-GhazalT says, 4 1 do not 
know its equal in the history of human culture in terms of establish- 
ing principles for verification. M02 They also, however, entrust jurists, 
not hadith scholars, with the ultimate authority in determining the 
authenticity and implication of a hadith. Al-K.awthari explains that 
hadith scholars and jurists had divided up the duties of hadith criti- 
cism, with the latter responsible for content criticism. 103 In an analogy 
similar to the doctors versus pharmacists comparison mentioned in 
Chapter 5, al-GhazilT states: 


The jurists have been, throughout our intellectual history, the lead- 
ers of tbe Muslim community... and the scholars of hadiths have 
been content to provide them with the reports they transmit just 



Prophetic Traciitions in the modern Muslim world 263 

as raw building materials are given to the engineer who builds a 

structure.“ M 

AI-GhazalT adds that the classical criteria for asahih hadith require 
that it does nol include any hidden flaw (' illa ) or contradict more 
reliable evidence. Although hadith scholars can criticize isnads, it 
is the jurists who are properly trained to spot such enors in the lext of 
a hadith and issue the definitive ruling on its reliability. Al-Ghazall 
thus declares thal a hadith that al-Albanl authenticated" saying that 
‘ln the meat of a cow is disease' is false because the Quran notes 
the blessings of beef. TTie hadith is thus untrue ‘whatever its isnad 
may be.’ 105 

Late Sunni Traditionalists also circumvent hadiths thal appear to 
be problematic in the modem world by relying on the classical juristic 
concept of communal practice or interpretation. iust as Malik had 
ignored hadiths he acknowledged as authentic because the Muslim 
community had never acted on them in law, today’s Late Sunni 
Traditionalists use the collective rulings of Muslim jurists to over- 
rule hadiths. ‘AIT Jum‘a admits that numerous authentic hadiths exist 
that command Muslims to kill apostates, such as ‘Whoever changes 
their religion |from Islamj, kill tbem. 1 1 The fact that neither the 
Prophet nor the early cal iphs actually implemented these rulings when 
individuals left Islam means that these hadiths addressed the issue of 
treason to the Muslim coramunity and nola person’s individual choice 
of belief. 107 Another influential raodem scbolar, the Egyptian Yusuf 
a!-QaradawT seconds the necessity of using juridical interpretation 
to check the categorical application of hadiths. For example, he uses 
the interpretation of the famous Muslim scholar and historian Ibn 
Khaldun (d. 808/1406) to nullify the apparent Prophetic command 
thal ‘The leaders of the community (imams) are to be from the 
Quraysh tribe (the tribe of Muhammad).’ Al-QaradawT accepts 
Ibn Khaldun’s interpretation of this hadith, namely that the Prophet 
was ordering the Muslims to take as their leaders the most strongly 
uniried group, which at the time was Quraysh. Today it might be some 
other group. 108 


u Alihough al-AlbanT rules that this hadith is authentic, he aJso notes that it cannot 
be interpreted Hterally since we know that the Prophet ate beef; al-Albanl, Sibilai 
al-ahadith al-sahlha , p. 4:46. 
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THE CONTIMJITY BETWEEN CLASSICAL AND 
MODERN DEBATES ON HADITHS 

Lt ts worlhy of note that debates over hadiths in the modem Muslim 
world have echoed or recast debates that occurred in the formative 
penod of Islamic thought Sidql and other 'Quran oniy’ advocates 
rehash ibe debote between early Muslim rationalists and Sunnis such 
as ai-Shafn in the eighih century. Like al-ShafiTs opponents in this 
dehaie, SidqT argued that the Quran described itseLf as 'elucidating 
everything (tibydn li-kull shayT (Quran 16:89). So how can one 
aigue thai Muslims need hadiths to understand their faith as well? 
The principal argument used by conservative Sunnis Like al-Siba I 
against the wntmgs of ‘Quran ooly’ scholars is drawn directly ffom 
ai-ShafiT’s rebuttal of that point if you reject the Prophet’s Sunna, 
bow do you know how to pray or Tast? 109 

The raging debate between Traditionalist SalaiTs and Late Sunni 
Tradmonalists parallels the eighth-century dispute between the 
ahl al-haduh and the ahi al-ra 'y. The principle invoked by IsLamic 
Modermsts and Modemist Salafis that the hadith corpus should 
be submitted to content criticism revives the long-dormant debate 
between the Mu"tazilites and the earty Sunnis, as does the specific call 
toosethe Quran as the criterion of judgmenL The hadith that Haykal 
cited as his evidence for the determinative role of the Quran - ‘There 
wffl come to yoa many dtCTerent ludiths from me, so what agrees 
witll tfae Book of God, accept it, and what disagrees with it, reject 
if - was used as evidence by earLy Mu‘tazilites like al-Jahiz. Sunni 
scholars, of course. unrversally deemed the hadith a forgery. Even the 
reliabtldy and piety of Abu Hurayra was a major item of contention 
between the Mu‘tazilites and the early Sunnis in the eighth century. 
In an andience beforc the Abbasid caliph Harun al-RashTd, the early 
Stmni Umar b. HabTb (d 204/819-20) responded to Mu‘tazilite and 
ahi al-ra 'y arguments that Abu Hurayra was unreliable by claim- 
ing that tf one opened the door to criticizmg the Companions of the 
Ptophet, Mustims would lose the whole ShariahJ 10 Even before mod- 
em medicine, ihe Hadith of the Fly was raising skeptical eyebrows 
and prompting Sunni defensiveness as early as the writings of Ibn 
Qutayba(d. 276/889). ,n 

Of course, modem Mustim scholars have utilized this classical 
heritage in unprecedented ways. Mahmud Shaltut used the distinc- 
tion between the different levels of certainty yielded by dhad and 
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mutawcitir hadiths - a purely academic distinction in classical Islamic 
thought - to excuse modem Muslims from believing in ‘backwards’ 
or ‘irrationar beliefs. Before Memissi, no classical Muslim scholar 
had used historical reports about Abu Hurayra or Abu Bakra to claim 
a misogynist conspiracy at the root of Islamic law. 


SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER READING 

The most useful books on debates over hadiths in the modem Muslim 
world are Daniel Brown’s superb Rethinking Tradition in Modem 
Islamic Thought (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 1996) 
and G.H.A. JuynbolTs The Authenticity of ihe Tradition Literature 
(Leiden: Brill, 1969). For more general discussions of modem 
Islamic thought, see Albert Hourani’s Arab Thought in the Liberal 
Age (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983) and Aziz 
Ahmad’s Islamic Modemism in India and Pakistan (London: Oxford 
University Press, 1967). For more on the eighteenth-cenruiy move- 
ments of revival and reform, see John Voll, Toundations of Renewal 
and Reform: Islamic Movements in the Eighteenth and Nineteenth 
Centuries,’ in The Oxford History of Islam, ed. John Esposito, pp. 
509-548 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999) and the imtial 
chapters of Barbara Metcalf’s Islamic Revivalism in British India: 
Deoband 1860-1900 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1982). 

A difficult-to-find translation of Abu Rayya’s al-Adwa 4 ala 
al-sunna al-muhammadiyya has been published as Lighis on 
the Muhammadan Sunna , trans. Hasan Najafi (Qum: Ansariyan 
Publications, 1999). Muhammad Husayn HaykaPs biography of the 
Prophet, translated by Ismail al-Faruqi, has been published in several 
editions as The Life of Muhammad. Yusuf al-QaradawT’s in/luential 
Kayfa nata‘amalu ma‘a al-sunna al-nabawiyya has been translated 
as Approaching the Sunna: Comprehension and Controversy, trans. 
Jamil Qureshi (Washington DC: Intemational Institute of Islamic 
Thought, 2007). Sir Sayyid Ahmad Khan’s response to William 
Muir’s critique of the sira has been published as A Series ofEssay>s 
on the Life of Muhammad (LahoTe: Premier Book House, 1968), and 
Shibli Numani ’s biography of the Prophet has been published asSirat- 
un-Nabi: The Life of the Prophet , 2 vols. (Delhi: Idarat Adabiyat Deli, 
1979). 
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CONCLUSION 


We must possess a grasp of the hadith tradition and its many functions 
in order to understand the past and present ofthe Islamic world. This 
grasp is indispensable for comprehending Muslim debates over the 
hjture as well. When we look behind the headlines today, we see ihat 
much of the time hadiths are at the vortex of the most salient debaies 
in Islamic thought. On controversial issues homjihadand martyrdora 
to women’s rights under Islamic law, hadiths always provide key and 
often determinati ve evidence. As we have seen, even those Muslims who 
reject heeding hadiths at all in such debates face the challenge ofjus- 
tilying this position with evidence from the classical hadith tradition. 

Even if we understand the importance of hadiths in parsingcom- 
plex problematics such as ‘ Islam and the West’ or Tslam and Woraen, 1 
we must always keep history in mind. History gave birth to the com- 
plexities of the present and holds the keys to unraveling them. Debates 
over the necessity of hadiths, their place in articulating Islamic law 
and dogma, and how Muslims should know tnie claims about reve- 
lation from the false have been of perennial importance throughout 
Islamic history. 

Let us retrace some of the main thematic steps in the reasoning 
of Muslim scholars throughout Islamic history, specifically those 
regarding hadiths. If the Quran is God’s manifest revelation lo raan- 
kind, do we need any other source for understanding His religion? If 
not, then how do we know how to perform (or, perhaps, how do we 
justity the fact that we perform) our five daily prayers and fast during 
Ramadan? - these practices are not explained in the holy book. lfwe 
do need another source, then does our sense of reason alone sulTice? 
The answer seems to be ‘no,’ as reason on its own cannot provide the 
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basis or specifics for Muslim prayer and fasting, which can only be 
known through some form of tradition handed down from Muhammad 
and the early Muslim community. If we must rely to some extent on 
this tradition, then how do we baiance it with the Quran and reason? 
Wbat happens when revelation, reason, and tradition seem to conAict? 
Does tradition trump reason and our prima /acie understanding of the 
Quran, or vice versa? If we are to subordinate some elements of our 
ranooal thought and understanding of the Quran to tradition, how do 
we know when tradition is authentic or inauthentic? How is tradition 
transmitted or preserved? If tradition overrules the Quran and reason, 
then can the principles of the Quran or reason be used to authenticate 
tradition? These are some of the questions that have driven Islamic 
mtellectual history in its various streams and embodiments. 

In this book, we have proposed thinking about hadiths in terms of 
their two essential hmctions in Islamic civilization. First, the hadith 
as a text ( matn ) - authoritative statements by the Prophet that shape 
Islamic law, dogma, and worldview. Second, the hadith as a chain of 
transmission (isnad) - a medium of connection to the Prophet and a 
paradigm of constructmg a relationship between the Muslim present 
and the Muslim past. Interestingly, in both these cases, the hmctions 
of hadiths and the questions surrounding them are common to faith 
traditions other than islam. 

In an interpretive tradition, namely one in which meaning is devel- 
oped by tuming (back) towards and interpreting an authoritative 
source such as a revealed text or constitution, the interpreter of the 
source is effectiveiy more poweriul than the source itself. Using the 
analogy of a king or ruler, the king’s interpreter is more powerhil than 
the king himself, since the interpreter controls and shapes the king’s 
message. Similarly, it is the lens through which we view an object that 
controls our perception of that object, not the object itself. 

Early in Islamic history, both Sunni and Shiite Muslims decided 
that the Quran was a source that had to be interpreted through spe- 
cific lenses. It could not speak on its own (early Muslim rationalists 
and ‘Quran only’ advocates today have challenged this). The Prophet 
was the first interpreter, and his Sunna was what the Muslim scholar 
‘Ail Juiria has called ‘an infallible application of the Book of God.’ 1 
But who, in tum, would interpret the Prophet’s Sunna? Who would 
provide the second interpretive Iayer that would translate the Sunna 
and apply it among the coming Muslim generations in new Muslim 
lands? Sunnis chose the Muslim community as a whole, represented 
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by ihe ulema, as the auihoritative interpreter, while Shiite Muslims 
selected the family of the Prophet and the scholars who followed in 
the footsteps of the imams. 

But how should the Sunna be communicated and preserved? Some 
Sunnis believed that the Sunna was preserved in the form of commu- 
nal practice (like the MalikT school of law), others in the form of the 
methods of problem-solving mherited from the Prophet through his 
Companions and their Successors (like the Partisans of Reason). The 
Quran is a written text, but these approaches treated the Sunna as a liv- 
ing and unwritten entity. Ulttmalely, Sunnis accepted that the Sunna 
must take a written form as well, that of hadiths. AJthough Sunni 
scholars continue to debate the proper relationship between practice, 
interpreti ve method, and the text of hadiths to this day, Muslim schol- 
ars generally recognize that hadiths are the most poweriul, even if not 
the ultimate, vehicle for the Sunna. 

This process is common to lslam, Judaisra, and Christianity. In 
all these traditions, a written scripture is interpreted through an oral 
lens that is eventually also consigned to written form. Classical rab- 
binic Judaism is based on the idea that Moses received two Torahs 
on Mount Sinai, the written revelation of the scriptures, designated 
collectively as the Written Torah, and an oral Torah, which transmit- 
ted the authoritative interpretations of these books. This oral tradi- 
tion was inherited from Moses by subsequenl leaders of the Jewish 
people through the biblical period and on through the time of the 
rabbis. Eventually, in the early third century CE it was set down in 
written form in the Mishna. 

Among Christians, a Greek translation of the Old Testaraent 
served as the community’s revealed scripture during the first two 
centuries CE. Christians read and understood the significance of the 
Old Testament through the orally transmitted teachings of Jesus and 
the elucidations of the Christian church fathers - the stories of the Old 
Testament and pronouncements of Hebrew prophets like Isaiah were 
interpreled as referring allegorically or literally to Christ. At the same 
time as the Jews were setting down their oral Torah in written form, 
the Christians adopted as their written interpretive lens a selection 
of written accounts of Jesus’ life and mission in the form of the New 
Testament Gospels. 2 

In Islam more than in the other Abrahamic traditions, however, 
there arose a particular interpretive problem. From the time of the 
Prophet and the revelation of the Quran itself, Muslims have been self- 
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consciously obsessed with tectual authenticity. The Quran explains 
that previous communities had corrupted or altered the revealed books 
ofGod. Muslim scholars therefore proclaimed an enduring devotion 
to assuring the authenticity of their religion's teachings and its textual 
sources. This is most obvious in the text of the Quran itself. From 
the time of Muhammad’s Companions, Muslim scholars have obses- 
sively satcguarded the textual integrity of the Quran, meticulously 
recording any variations in wording or pronunciation. 

The hadith corpus, however, was not set down in writing at such an 
eariy date, so the authenticity of this interpretive lens quickly became a 
major manerofconlentioa Early Sunni Muslims developed theirmethods 
of isnad criticism in an efifon to assure the textual authenticity of the 
Sunna without relying on the same Hawed radonal faculdes that had led 
earlier nations astray. However. the tension between surrendering to the 
isnad and its power to authendcate versus the role of reason as a criter- 
ion for evaluadng tnith remains unresolved among Muslim scholars. 

When Sunni legal theory matured fully in the tenth and eleventh 
centuries CE, scholars grappled with a more philosophical problem: 
how can you interpret a source whose historical reliability is cer- 
tain (the Quran) through a lens of questionable historical reliability 
(hadiths)? Classical Sunni legal theorists employed the concepts of 
consensus ( ijma) and the certainty produced by massi ve transmission 
(taHdtur) to reach a solution to this problem, but it continues to drive 
the debate between Islamic modemists and traditionalists today. 

Interestingly, there are remarkable similarities between the Islamic 
tradition of hadith cridcism and a genre of books in Chinese Zen Bud- 
dhism known as Ching Lu, which flourished among Chinese Buddhist 
scholars in the period just before and during the Tang dynasty (618- 
907 CE). Ching Lu books were catalogs devoted to distinguishing be- 
tween writings that were thought to be authentic records of the Buddha’s 
teachings as transmitted to China trom India and books that were written 
by Chinese scholars and thus did not originate in the Buddhist homeland 
otlndia. With an attitude very similar to Muslim hadith critics, the authors 
of Ching Lu books saw themselves as sorting the ‘rubies from pebbles’ 
in a struggle to preserve the authentic teachings of the Buddha from the 
accretions of Chinese philosophy and superstition. Unlike Muslim hadith 
critics, however, Ching Lu authors depended primarily on searching for 
anomalous contents in the books they critiqued - teachings that resera- 
bled Chinese lore, for example, were red flags for forgery. Although 
identifying the authois or translators of books of Buddhist teachings 
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served as part of the Ching Lu crilical arsenal, the absence of an elab- 
orate isnad tradition and the many anonymously written texts made 
such transmission criticism much less common than the Islamic hadith 
tradition. 3 

The second fimction of hadiths, that of a medium of connection 
to the Prophet and a framework for imagining historical relation- 
ships through the isnad, is only partially concemed with aulhentic- 
ity. It is more than anything the foundation of a religious worldview. 
Although the isndd was developed as a tool for authenticating hadiths, 
it rellected and eventually became the embodiment of a more general 
conception of the transmission of authority. The Lsnad was the key 
to distinguishing between reliable and unreliable hadiths for Muslim 
scholars, but it was also a language for expressing connections with 
teachers, saints. and the Prophet himself. 

As a criterion for textual reliability, the strength and historical 
accuracy of an isndd was essential. As a medium for connection, the 
isndd took on a meaning far beyond and indeed in spite of its historic- 
ity. Even if only as a formality, possessing sorae sort of isnad back to 
the Prophet was the essential mark of a Muslim scholar. Short isnads 
for hadiths became a means ofclose connection to the Prophet’s bless- 
ings. Bizarre isnads were collected like rare coins - it was the rar- 
ity and supposed shortness of an isndd that made it valuable, not the 
authenticity of the hadith it communicated. In Sufism, the isndd was 
the chain of transmission for the Prophet’s blessings ( baraka ), ethical 
instruction, and esoteric knowledge. The cloak ( khirqa) served as the 
outward manifestation of this chain, literally a means of investiture 
into the socially expansive class of Sufi devotees. 

Even in its abstract sense of a connection to the first and most au- 
thoritative interpreter of God’s revelation, the Prophet, however, the 
isndd had practical groundings. Arabic texts, whether individual hadiths 
or entire treatises, were written in a script that left many vowels unwritten 
and that could easily be misread. Reading a book or a hadith properly 
thus required the presence of a teacher who had heard that text read 
aloud. Transmission from teacher to student, however, involved more 
than just this practical utility. Muslim scholars believe that this living 
relationship passed on the light of sacred leaming and the ‘living word 
of knowledge,’ as Plato (d. 347 BCE) called it, from one generation to 
the next. Transmission creates and passes on authority. 

Although Muslims have sometimes touted this connective func- 
tion of the isnad as unique to Islamic thought, it is also a common 
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theme In other tniditions.' When the Christian philosopher and mav- 
erick theologian Peter Abelard (d. 1142 CE) dared to offer a class in 
which he provided his own commentary on biblical scripture, stu- 
dents were aghast. To innovate one’s own commentary on the scrip- 
tures without haYing the collective commentaries of generations of 
church scholars painstakingly explained by a teacher, one’s link to 
this interpretive chain, was unthinkable. 6 In medieval Judaism the 
concept of a chain of transmission thal passed on an understanding of 
the revealed scriptures and bequeathed authority in the process was 
known as ‘the chain of tradition (shilshelet hakabbalah).' 

The commonalities that the Islamic hadith tradition shares with 
other faith traditions remind us of the supreme importance of con- 
text at the close of this study. The grand tradition of Muslim hadith 
criticism eraphasizes the paramount place of authenticity in the 
Lslamic religious worldview. When the great hadith scholar al-Khatib 
al-Baghdadi died in 1071 CE, crowds carrying his casket through 
the streets of Baghdad shouted ‘Make way! Make way for him who 
fended ofFlies frora the Messenger of God! ’ 7 

But discussing the words attributed to Muhammad, debating their 
authenticity and potential meaning, has never been a discourse that 
has taken place in objective or neutral isolation. Always there are 
great consequences. Discussions of the proper place of the Prophet’s 
Sunna began among Muslims in the shadow of unspoken assump- 
tions about the tnie nature of God’s message to Muhammad. Ever 
looming over these debates have been weighty implications for how 
that religion would take shape on earth. If we cannot trust a body of 
hadiths, Muslims have asked, or if we lose the hadith corpus to mod- 
em historical criticism, how do we know God’s will and sacred law? 
As aJ-Sh5fi*T asked, how do we know how to pray? 8 Tom between a 
coraraitmenl to critical rigor and the duty to provide answers for the 
masses, Muslim hadith critics have always had to balance the schol- 
arly integrity of rigorous historians with the needs and expectations 
of the Muslira community as a whole. 

Ln no matter have consequences been more intimidating than in 
that of protecting the purity of the Prophet’s message from alien influ- 
ences. The study and criticism of hadiths among Muslims began as a 
raeans to protect the Muslim community from competing claims to 
truth, such as Greek philosophy, Christian thought, or purely rational 
approaches to law and worship. The Partisans of Hadith, who later 
formed the core of Sunni Islam, and the isnad itself arose as a con- 
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servative reaction to tears of the Toreign intluence that other Near 
Eastem faiths and philosophies might have upon the still maturing 
Muslim community. Later, debates over the isnads of Sufism cen- 
tered on doubts over and defenses of the Islamic authenticity of Sufi 
beliefs and practices. Concems over the intluence of Greek philoso- 
phy 0 r Christianity have faded into history. But loday questioning 
whether or not Muslims can trust the historical reliability of hadiths 
conjures the twin specters of Westem control overdefining Islam and 
Muslims’ an>tieties about how to reconcile their faith with the hege- 
monic power of Westem science. Always there are consequences for 
Muslims’ sense of Islamic authenticity. 

Difficult as it has been to achieve in reality, Muslim scholars have 
always clung to the ideal of lreeing the historical criticism of words attri- 
buted to Muhammad fxom the grasp of consequence and the hopes and 
multiform fears that always surround us. Yet the modera world is peril- 
ous and unrelenting in its temptations and terrors. Aherourdiscussion 
of Muslim and Westem perspectives on the hadith tradition and Islamic 
history, we are lefl with a great quandary for both Muslim and non- 
Muslim scholars: what forces should determine our interactions with 
the past? Plato’s Socratic voice, a voice long heeded in Islamic civil- 
ization as intently as it has been in the West, echoes across the aeons: 
i have heard a report of the ancients, whether it is true or not only 
they know; although if we had found the truth ourselves, do you think 
that we should care much about the opinions o^men?” 

Wa Allahu alam (And God knows best). 
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GLOSSARY 


'Adl: literaUy, ‘justice’ or ‘just'; half of the qualification for being a 
reliable hadith transmitter (along with dabt). In the early period of 
hadhh criticism, being 'adl simply meant generally being an honest 
and truthfuJ persorL In the later period of hadith criticism, ‘ adl meant 
being ‘Muslim, of age, of sound mind, free of the paths of sin and 
flaws in honor.' This later derinition included not being an extremist 
or proselytizing member of a non-Sunni group. 

Ahĕd: literaliy ‘individuals’; a category of hadiths transmitted by 
individuals as opposed to being massively transmitted ( mutawatir ). 
Ahad hadiths were any hadiths that did not meet the requirements for 
massive transmission (tawatur). This categorization was introduced 
into Musiim hadith scholarship in the tenth and eleventh centuries C E 
by legal theorists. 

Ahl-e Quran: a twentieth-century Muslim school of thought particu- 
larly prominent in India, which advocated the rejection of hadiths and 
a reliance on the Quran alone (see pp. 244-245). 

Akhb&r: ‘reports’; transmitted stories about historical events. Akhbar 
as a category includes hadiths, but akhbar often do not involve the 
life of the Prophet or feature isndds. Muslim scholars such as Ibn 
Ishaq (d. 150/767) and al-Mada’inI (d. 225/840), who collected and 
compiled akhbdr (Akhbariyun), are closer to ‘historians’ than ‘hadith 
scholars.’ 

'AlT: ‘elevated*; a transmission of a hadith with a relatively short isnad 
(see pp. 46-49). 

Am&R: hadith dictation sessions, often occurring in major mosques. 
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in which a scholar read out a selection oPhadiths with ful1 isnads back 
to the Prophet before an audience. 

AnsSb: genealogies, an early genre of Arab-lslamic historical writing 
that traced and recorded the genealogies of tribes along with stories 
and hislorica! information aboul individuals. 

Ash 1 arl : one of the three main schools of Sunni theology, named after 
Abu al-Hasan al-Ash‘ari (d. 324/935-6), which began as a defense of 
Sunni literalist theology using rationalist methods but later incorpor- 
ated many rationalist beliefs into Sunni Islam as well. 

Baraka : ‘blessings/ the spiritual beneAtthat one receives firom prox- 
imity to God, the Prophet, or pious individuals. 

Bid‘a: literally k innovation, , although it is generally understood as 
heretical innovation in religious maners. 

Companions (Arabic, SahSba): the founding generation of Muslims 
who knew and lived with the Prophet. In Sunni Islam, anyone who 
saw the Prophet and died as a Muslim is considered a Companion 
(see pp. 87-88). 

Dabt lit. ‘accuracy,’ or the requirement that a hadith transmitter gen- 
erally be corroborated in his or her transmissions. Along with ‘ adala 
(see ‘ adl ), dabt was one of the two components necessary to make a 
transmitter ‘reliable ( thiqa)' - although dabt was the more important 
ofthe rwo. 

Datf: ‘weak’; a complex term that generally denoted an unreliable 
hadith (see pp. 100-103). 

GharTb: ‘strange’; denoting a hadith with limited corroboration but 
not necessarily meaning that it contradicted more reliable hadiths or 
was unreliable (see pgs). In the later period of hadith criticism it was 
used to describe a hadith that was sahlh but was only known through 
one chain of transmission. 

Hasan: ‘fair’; a term describing a hadith that, while not meeting the 
isndd requirements to be sahlh , either did not have flaws serious 
enough to be considered weak or enjoyed some forra of bolstering 
corroboration. Hasan hadiths were admissible as proofs in law but 
not theology (see pp. 100-103). 

Idrdj: the phenomenon of the words of a hadith transraitter being 
mistaken for part of the hadith itself (see mudraj). 
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DĕsSb : the higbest level of taith for Muslims. oamely acting as if you 
couid physically sense God watching over you (see p. 186). 

the penmssjon to transmit a hadith or book. ljazas could take 
three forms: 1) ijaiat al-riwciya (the permission of transmission), 
which simply gave a student the right to transmit a hadith from a 
scholar. 2) ijaiai al-diraya (the permission of knowledge), which 
meant that a teacher had acknowledged that a student had mastered 
the contencs of a book and was thus qualified to teach it to others; 3) 
ijazat al-tazkiya (the permission of purification), which meant that 
a student had spent sufficient time around a scholar to absorb that 
schotaris ethks and good behavior, with that chain of leaming going 
back to the Prophet (see pp. 44-46). 

IjtikSd: independeni interpretanon; the action of a scholar retuming 
to the Quran, Sunna, and interpretive methods of Musiim scholars to 
revaluaie a legal ruling or find an answer to an unanswered question. 

'Bat plnral of 'ittct, or flaws in the isnddoi a hadith that only 

become evident when that isndd is compared with other chains of 
t ranamias ion for that hadith (see pp. 95-%). 

hmm: in Smmi Islam, either the person leading the prayer or an 
exceptionally pnnninent scholar, in Shiite Isiam, one of the descen- 
dants of the Prophet who inherited his interpretive authority. 

Isadtt the chain of transmission of a hadith. 

IsrSHtyyĕt stories from Jewish iore, usually about biblical prophets, 
included in the Islamk tradition. 

Jmn: creatores mentioned in the Quran and hadiths who are com- 
posed of fire or hot wind and live unseen alongside human beings. 

Kashf ‘unveiling’; direct inspiration from God granted to a pious 
Muslim (see pp. 110-111). 

Khirqa: the shawl or cloak with which a Sufi initiate was invested 
when joining a Sufi order or receiving the blessings of a Sufi saint 
(seepp. 190-192). 

Late Sonni Traditkm: the version of Sunni orthodoxy that eraerged 
tn the 1300s and has characterized Islamic civilization in the 
Middle East and South Asia until the modem period. It consists 
of an instimtiona] combination of the four Sunni schools of law, 
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the Ash‘ari or MaturidT schools of speculative theology, and Sull 
brotherhoods. 

Madhhab : a Muslim school of law. 

Maghdy literally ‘campaigns*; early collections ofreports about the 
Prophet’s battles and the early Muslim conquests. 

MahdT ‘the guided one’; an apocalyptical Hgure descended from the 
Prophet whom both Sunnis and Shiites believe will retum at the end 
of time to bring justice to the earth. 

Mashhdr: in the early penod of hadith criticism, mashhiir meant 
a hadith that was well known, widely corroborated, and held to be 
an authentic representation of the Prophet’s Sunna. With the influ- 
ence of legal theorists in the tenth and eleventh centuries, it took 
on the meaning of a hadith that, while not reaching the technical 
requirements for the certainty provided by massive transraission 
( iawatur) y had been verified by communal consensus and was thus 
reliable enough to inform dogrna and restrict the meaning of Quramc 
verses. 

Matn: the text of a hadith. 

Mudraj: adjective describing a hadith in which idraj (see above) has 
occurred. 

Mujam: a hadith collection in which a scholar organized hadiths 
around a certain theme. 

Munkar ‘unacceptable’; in the early period of hadith crilicism it 
meant a hadith that was either uncorroborated or broke with other 
similar narrations either in its isnad or its meaning. In the later period, 
it came to mean a hadith that had only one chain of transraission with- 
out that isnad being strong enough to justify accepting it. 

MunqatV ‘broken’; an isnad in which sorae transmitter, usually not 
in the early part of the isnad, cites a source whom he never actually 
met. 

Mursal: literally ‘cast’; in the early period ofhadith criticism il meant 
a hadith in which a transmitter cited someone or the Prophet without 
actually having met him. The term later carae to mean a hadith in 
which a Successor quotes the Prophet without naraing the intermedi- 
ating Companion (see pp. 91-92). 
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Mustakhrej : a genre of hadith collections in which a scholar used 
his own hadith corpus to replicate an existing hadith collection 
(see pp. 51-52). 

Mut&ba*a: ‘parailehsm’; a narration that corroborated that a certain 
person had heard a hadith from a certain teacher by serving as evi- 
dence that a different student had heard the same hadith from that 
teacher(see pp. 92-93). 

MutawStir. ‘niassively transmitted’; a term imported into hadith crit- 
icism from legal theory to describe a hadith that is so widely transmit- 
ted that there can be no possibility of it being forged (see p. 104). 

Mu*taziia : a school of Muslim rationalists that died out in Sunni 
islam in the eleventh century CE but survived in Imami and Zaydi 
Shiism 

Muttasii : ‘contiguous'; describing an isnad whose components all 
met and studied with one another and thus includes no breaks. 

Naskh. the abrogation of Quranic verses either by other verses or the 
Sunna. 

N£zil: a relalively long isnad for a hadith; the opposite oVati. 

QudsT. adjective for hadiths in which the Prophet quotes God speak- 
ing (see p. 62). 

Sahlh: ‘sound’ or ‘authentic 1 ; the highest level of strength for an 
isndd( seepp. 100-103). 

Salaft. a complex and multifaceted term that came into use during 
the eighteenth-century movements of revival and reform to describe 
the retum to the methods and beliefs of the Salaf ‘the Righteous 
Forebears,’ usually understood to mean the first three generations of 
Musiims. 

Sariqat al-hadnh: ‘stealing a hadith,’ or ritting an existing hadith 
with a new isndd. 

Sh&dhdh. although influential hadith critics like al-HSkim al- 
NaysSbOri (d. 405/1014) used the term shadhdh to mean a hadith that 
had only one narration, aI-ShftfTT (d. 204/820) and the vast majority 
of scholars used it to mean a hadith that contradicted more reliable 
narrations or the Quran. 
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ShShid : a ‘ witness’ narralion, usually meaning a hadith nanaied from 
a totally dilTerent isnad but containing the same meaning as the hadith 
in question and thus bolstering its reliability. 

Sharh : a commentary that a scholar composes about an existing book, 
such as a hadith collection or book of law. 

STra : literally ‘biography,’ generally relerring to the biography of the 
Prophet. Sira is distinct from hadith collections because it follows 
a chronological or narrative structure and often includes material 
without complete isnads. 

Successors: the generation of Muslims who followed and leamed 
from the Companions. 

Tadtis\ obfuscation in transmission; either intentionally or uninten- 
tionally narrating a hadith in a manner that obscures or omits trans- 
niitters in the isnad. 

TafsTr. Quranic exegesis; during the Tirst two centuries Hijri tafsir 
mainly consisted of glosses, or explanations of Quranic words. It 
soon developed into a genre of more expansive Quranic commentary 
on the linguistic contents, historical circumstances and meanings of 
verses. 

TakhrTj : Hnding all the appearances of a hadith in various books and 
hadith collections. 

Taqttd : ‘imitation/ a term with both positive and pejorativeconnota- 
tions. Supporters of taqlid defme it as a non-scholar or non-specialist 
following the opinion of a qualified scholar. Those who reject taqlJd y 
especially adherents of the SalafT tradition, would translate it as ‘blind 
imitation,’ namely following scholars without any conccm for proof. 

TarafAtrdf\ the first part of the text of a hadith or its most well-known 
part. 

Ulema. the Arabic word for Muslim scholars. 

Sunna. the normalive precedent of the Prophet. In the early Islamic 
period, Sunna meant the normati ve precedent of the early Islamic com- 
munity (namely the Companions and the Successors) as a whole. 

Zawd*id\ a genre of hadith books that listed all the hadiths found in 
books outside the hadith canon as well as any narrations of hadiths 
from the canonical collections found in the non-canonical works. 
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(d. 252/866) 24 

Muhammad, the Prophet 9-11,70, 
151 

appearance in dream 199 
books on virtues of 36 
miracles of 253,255 
as‘Perfect Man’ 193 
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(d. 261/875) 24,38-9,78,82,90. 
174 

commentaries and digests of his 
Sahih 53,57,60 

evalualions of his Sahih 142,250 
as hadith critic 80,94 
matn criticism by 97 
pro-‘Alid hadith of 139 
Sahih of 32.34,40 
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criticism of speculation by 173-4 
designating Muhammad as teacher 9 
elucidattng all things 264 
hadiths as exegesis of 223 
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Slave Girl ijdriya), Hadith of the L 81 
Storyielkrs ( qussas) 72-3. 113 
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